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Abstract 
 
Housing in Libya underwent transformation in the 1950s due to the dramatic shift 
in the national economy from a poor and underdeveloped nation to one that was 
able to exploit oil revenue. This entailed a rapid socio-economic development and 
modernization of living standards. With further political developments in the 1960s, 
housing policies were developed and implemented, and housing typology and 
construction altered the urban fabric of major cities in Libya. 
  
In contrast to this production, the evaluation of the suitability of housing design in 
Libya, or its scholarly examination, is limited. Significant studies have focused on the 
impact of the rapid modernization and development of housing, and have been 
critical of the expedient construction. This thesis contributes to this knowledge and 
identifies and discusses the issues within a more complex context, structured 
according to the three periods of housing development and compars traditional 
housing with the two periods of housing transformation. Its focus is on housing in 
Tripoli, a transformed city that contains neighbourhoods of the three housing 
typologies, namely – traditional housing, colonial housing in the Italian colonial 
period 1920-1939, and the modern period after 1950.  
 
This study describes the chronological development of housing in the Tripoli region. 
The study intended to identify the housing types, and to analyse and illustrate the 
changes occurring in residential units. It comprises four parts. The first part 
provides general background information about Tripoli. The second discusses the 
housing in its socio-physical context within the city, including the environment in 
which houses were built (the neighbourhood), housing types and their spatial 
concepts and construction techniques. The third deals with the main factors 
promoting change in housing and the physical structure of the city. The fourth is an 
attempt to present an overview of the architectural styles and trends in the city. 
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1.1 Research Outline 
 
There is little literature about housing in Libya. Of this literature, some studies have 
discussed the modernisation and development of housing, illustrating that new housing 
does not meet the needs of residents. This literature identifies issues related to housing 
that have formed the foundation for this research. 
 
This research discusses the issues within a more complex context, structured according 
to the three periods of housing development, and compares traditional housing with the 
two periods of housing transformation. The rapid socio-economic development 
experienced by Libya after the exploitation of oil in the 1950s affected residents’ lives 
dramatically in terms of living standards, housing and public services. It brought with it 
an influx of immigration, exposing Libyans to a wave of new ideas and opportunities. 
The urbanisation of Libya, and modern private and government-sector housing, is also 
discussed.  
The studies reviewed below establish the theoretical background for this research and 
provide an indication of the challenges that arose to the existing order through the 
provision of public services, and the efforts made to create new opportunities for Libyans. 
 
Previous studies 
The dramatic rate of expansion presented considerable challenges to planners and experts, 
who did not always get things right. Al-Zitoun (2006) investigated traditional houses and 
modern western-style houses in Tripoli. The research found that modern houses reflected 
the designers’ ignorance of the climatic conditions in the area. The researcher made a 
number of recommendations. There was a need for proper environmental controls with 
regard to house design and architecture. Technology should be used to serve the 
environment, rather than for the sake of using technology. Use should be made of proven 
Arab Islamic architectural designs (profiting from the experiences of the past), that have 
been tested with western-style designs. Daza (1982) revealed the influence of socio-
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economic factors on housing in Libya, both in the centre of Tripoli and in the region: land 
prices, urban planning, family income and socio-economic status (e.g., job, level of 
education), law and religion. He also looked at the effects of the socio-economic changes 
that had occurred in Libya on housing, that is, how the traditional Arab Islamic–style 
house had been overtaken by western-style designs. A study by Ben-Swessi (1988) 
explored modern architectural designs, finding that North African cities had become 
overrun with foreign architectural building designs that were not in keeping with the local 
environment, physically or culturally. He drew attention to some of the advantages of 
Arab Islamic housing. A study by Saeed (1988) focused on architectural and planning 
aspects of governmental housing. Al-Mutawa (1994) emphasised the need for new 
designs to provide greater privacy for women (especially when receiving visitors), and to 
have the capacity for future expansion of accommodation, if needed. In terms of 
combatting the climate, he recommended the use of a T-shaped design, with houses 
consisting of east, west and south wings. 
 
Many studies, including those of Ben-Swessi (1996), Azzuz (2000), Al-Zitouni (2006), 
and Belgasem (2007) argue that the rapid urbanisation of Tripoli has been typified by an 
adaptation of foreign solutions to immediate urban crises. In this regard, Azlitni (1978) 
has stated that modern technology was so responsive to the desire for quick construction 
on the scale and in the volume required that there has hardly been time to modify and 
adapt it to the indigenous culture, heritage and traditions, or to adequately transform and 
translate the experience of the west into a locally relevant planning and architecture 
framework. Consequently, such practice has created urban forms that do not take into 
consideration inherited culture, social needs of inhabitants or the climatic environment. 
In contrast, modernising western practice has generally put great pressure on traditional 
cities, and has resulted in the transformation and disruption of a heritage that took many 
centuries to evolve (Fazlur, 1978). 
 
The rapid economic growth and desperate need to solve the shortage of housing units led 
the Libyan government to adopt the western model of housing developments (Aburounia 
2007). Many studies, such as Awotona (1990), Belgasem (2007), Ben-Swessi (1996), Al-
Zitouni (2006), Azzuz (2000), Azltni (2005) and Shawesh (2000), claim that 
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contemporary neighbourhoods failed to satisfy user needs in terms of privacy and other 
socio-cultural practices. Although the studies reported here illustrate many of the issues 
relating to modern housing in Libya, most have concentrated on government-led 
provision in public-private partnerships. There appeared to be a shortage of studies that 
drew on the experiences and views of private householders, in combination with macro-
scale analysis. In this respect, the present study sought to break new ground. 
 
Previous studies have not articulated the issue of traditional and contemporary housing 
in terms of the combination of suitability to the needs of residents, and cultural and 
climatic conditions. The basis of this research is to investigate the 1920s colonial house 
and the 1990s modern house, in addition and comparison to the traditional Arabic 
housing; currently the literature available on the history of these housing types is limited. 
 
Like all nations, Libya has changed as it has moved through different historical eras, with 
Italian colonisation after World War I, to the British military presence in the northern part 
of the country and the French forces in the south. In December 1951, Libya was declared 
an independent kingdom. This lasted until 1969, when political power was changed by 
the September Revolution. Another political change took place in 1977, when the power 
passed from the Revolutionary Command Council to the ‘People’s Authority’. During 
the 1950s, Libya was one of the poorest countries in the world, with a per capita income 
of about US $35 per year (Day, 1992). Employment and other opportunities were 
available in the large cities, while the rest of the country lacked such opportunities and 
facilities. This attracted a large number of people from different areas within the country 
to the major cities, causing an unprecedented crisis in housing during the 1950s, 1960s 
and 1970s. In the 1980s, the number of migrants to the cities decreased as towns and 
villages improved. 
 
After the discovery and study of oil in the 1960s, Libya was transformed from poor to 
rich nation. This has resulted in radical changes that have affected the population’s 
lifestyles. The housing sector has been directly affected by these social, political and 
economic changes. Different housing policies have been adopted by the government to 
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tackle its housing problems. Although this study is primarily concerned with the post-
revolution public policy in the housing sector, policy during the post-independence era, 
from 1951 to 1969, will be also discussed in order briefly to emphasise the marked 
changes that have occurred since the 1960s. 
Based on the exploratory nature of the study, which seeks to provide a better 
understanding of the implementation of owner built housing and explore the extent to 
which the owner built housing process is adaptable and responsive to the changing 
housing needs of Libyan families, a macro-to-micro analytical framework was adopted 
to deal with the complexity of the issues under investigation. Such an analytical 
framework highlights and clarifies the consequences of trends in the formulation and 
implementation of national housing policies (macro level) on the nature of the owner built 
housing process, and adapting their own houses (micro level) over the period covered by 
the study. 
 
The case study approach was adopted to combine and utilise the relevant empirical and 
documentary data required to achieve the study’s aims. The objective of such integration 
and combination of data is to make the findings of the study more comprehensible, valid, 
reliable and acceptable. 
 
1.2 Research Questions 
 
The study will develop a thesis that seeks to answer the following questions: 
x Does housing satisfaction differ depending on whether the house is traditional, 
colonial or modern? 
x What architectural preferences do housing alterations illustrate? 
x How does each house type respond to climatic conditions? 
x Which type of housing is preferred by inhabitants and why? 
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x Does the expedient replacement of traditional houses prevent consideration of and 
attention to the tradition and culture of their inhabitants? 
 
1.3 Research Aim 
The main aim of this research is to examine traditional and modern housing in order to 
identify the factors that enhance the social, cultural and environmental aspects of housing 
in Libya. The research investigates the relationship between architectural design, 
environment, and cultural identity in Libya. This will support decision-making for 
architects, interior designers, and urban planners. Foreign architectural and planning 
concepts were the chief influence in accelerating the transformation of the residential 
unit, as well as the neighbourhood scale of the built environment. Decades after this 
transformation, this research seeks to identify how people have adapted to these 
transformations and whether the transformations satisfy their social and cultural needs, 
as well as whether they are amenable to climatic and environmental conditions. 
. 
 
1.4 Research Objectives 
 
The objectives of the research are as follows: 
 
1. To investigate traditional and contemporary housing characteristics in Libya. 
2. To investigate the major factors influencing the development of Libya’s 
traditional architecture. 
3. To examine the degree of people’s satisfaction with both traditional and 
contemporary housing in terms of socio-cultural and climatic aspects. 
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1.5 Research Methodology 
 
To achieve the aims and objective of this study, and build a foundation for analysis of the 
problems, information had to be collected and analysed.Literature Review 
 
This section includes a review of the general background of Libya, a discussion of the 
cultural, society and religious influences on the Libyan house, a description of traditional 
housing in Libya and identification of housing components. 
 
1.5.1 Case Study Design 
 
In order to test their significance, the results from the literature review will be applied to 
case studies of traditional and contemporary housing in Tripoli. 
 
1.5.2 Data Collection and Analysis 
 
Multiple methods of data collection will be adopted for primary and secondary data, 
including direct observation and a photographic survey. Analysis of data collected from 
householder questionnaires will use a descriptive statistical approach. 
 
A detailed rationale for the research methodology developed in the project is provided in 
Chapter 6. First, the background and nature of housing in Libya is explored. The overall 
structure of the thesis is shown in Figure 1-1. 
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1.5.3 Design Guidelines 
 
The final part of the research deals with the development of guidelines for housing design 
in Libya. These may be extended to countries with similar social, cultural and climatic 
conditions. These guidelines will be based on the literature review, and the outcome of 
case studies (Archival, Observation and Household Survey Questionnaire). 
 
To ensure the validity and credibility of these guidelines, they have been reviewed by a 
group of international and local experts selected on the basis of their knowledge of 
housing design and the construction profession. This has led to the final 
recommendations, which provide the basis for a more successful housing-design formula 
for the future. 
 
1.6 Thesis Structure 
 
This study comprises nine chapters. Chapter 1 is an introduction which outlines the 
subject, background, significance, aims, hypotheses and perspectives of the research. 
 
Chapter 2 addresses the country’s profile. It gives an overview of the study area: 
historically, geographical location and economic and political development have played 
an important role in all sectors of Libyan society, particularly housing design and 
development, and the transmission of cultural life. 
 
Chapter 3 introduces the research methodology employed in this research. It also 
discusses the issues related to research design, research techniques, research methods 
(data collection and surveys) and statistical techniques for data analysis review of the 
general background of the country, including a brief discussion of the culture, society and 
religious influences on the Libyan house. 
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Chapter 4 examines the pre-colonial housing and analyses the traditional housing types 
of three main regions of Libya according to geographical and climatic characteristics. 
Each region has its own vernacular architecture, which will be explored in terms of types 
and building materials. The ways in which indigenous people deal with environmental 
and cultural factors will also be investigated where traditional courtyard housing found 
in Morocco, Tunisia and Algeria is also discussed briefly to assess its relevance outside 
Libya. 
Chapter 5 examines and analyses the ramifications of the Italian occupation, which was 
Libya’s first contact with western, professionally designed architecture. It also analyses 
colonial housing; the writings of some colonial Italian architects are presented and 
evaluated in terms of how their attitudes and products influenced the built environment 
and the cultural fabric of Libya. The continuing effects of their influence during the 
decolonisation process are discussed. 
Chapter 6 describes and analyses the post-colonial housing which will also be 
investigated with both traditional and contemporary housing in Libya. The chapter also 
summarises the results and findings of the case studies. 
Chapter 7 presents the analysis of the questionnaire, conclusions and recommendations 
for future research. 
Chapter 8 presents research findings, conclusion, and recommendations. It also suggests 
that a critical but balanced response to both old and new values is required. Therefore, it 
is suggested that future housing developments in Libya be based on a comprehensive set 
of cultural as well as environmental, ecological and functional values and demands, rather 
than looking for short-term (and short-sighted) solutions to the provision of mass housing. 
Only then will it be possible to provide a quality of housing that is more in tune with the 
very specific values of the society. 
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2.1 Physical Aspects of Libya 
2.1.1 Geographical Setting 
Libya is located on the North African coast of the Mediterranean Sea. Until 1942, Libya 
was an Italian colony, and then the British and French governed it until 1951. The area 
of the country totals about 1,750,000 square kilometres. The Sahara desert is the main 
geographical feature of the country. Only around 5-10 per cent of the total land area is 
suitable for human life and development (World Bank, 1960, p.27). Figure 2-1 shows a 
map of Libya. 
The country comprises four main geographical and planning regions: Tripoli, Benghazi, 
Sabah and Al-khaleej. It is currently divided into thirty-four Shabait (municipalities). The 
Tripoli region is the most important region in the country in terms of social and economic 
activities. Tripoli city, which is the capital of the country, is in the centre of this region 
(see Figure 2-1). 
 
 
Figure 2-1.: The region and geography of Libya 
(Source:www.refworld.org/pdfid/51de77c24) 
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2.2 The Tripoli Region 
The Tripoli Region includes what was called the Tripoli area, extending from Taorgha in the 
east to Ras Ijdare in the west, and then to the south as far as Al Shourif, and containing all 
the territory of the western region. This region is by far the most important of all the four 
planning regions: in 2006, it accounted for only 12.7 per cent of the national area, but 61.3 
per cent of the national population. The continuing spatial concentration of the population 
and economic activities on this small, originally agricultural region have placed heavy 
demands on the planning authorities to manage and control the settlements and land use 
development in this region. This high rate of natural increase came because of improvements 
in sanitation, institutions, education and medicine, of which education and medical care 
reduced the death rate, particularly among infants and the younger age groups (Kshedanl, 
984). 
 
Figure 2-1: The Main Regions 
Figure 2-2: (Source: Compiled from the research based on Secretariat of Municipalities 
and Secretariat Planning (1996) and Al Rejabi (2006) 
2.2.1 Traditional Area (Old City of Tripoli) 
Historically, the old city of Tripoli was the chief commercial centre of the country and 
the main port on the North African coast (Cachia, 1975). In 1851, according to the Dutch 
Consul in the old city of Tripoli, the port received up to 394 ships every year. Ships used 
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to load and unload goods all year round. With the decline of the caravan trade, the volume 
of goods exported and imported through the port of the old city of Tripoli gradually 
dropped (Cachia, 1975). Today, with the decline of the caravan trade, the old city of 
Tripoli has become the largest harbour in the country. 
The urban fabric of the traditional city was affected by the topography in which the city 
is located. According to Zarrugh (1976), the northern part of the city is fifteen metres 
above sea-level and its southern side twenty metres above sea-level. This location 
provided good defence and a good view for its residents and added to the city's own visual 
attractiveness. The natural environment of the old city of Tripoli was one of the most 
important determinants of its vernacular urban forms and unique identity. Ben-Swessi 
(1996) argues that the characteristics of the old city of Tripoli are derived from its 
topographical surrounding. It was also derived from the economic base of the city, which 
was agriculture. 
The centre of the city was the main city of Tripoli until the 20th century, when substantial 
developments occurred outside the city walls under an Italian town-planning scheme. 
2.2.2 Climate 
In Libya, as in any country in North Africa, the climate is distinguished by the rise in 
temperature and high radiation. The climatic differences between regions are due to the 
effect of the sea and the desert. 
There are different methods of studying geography and planning in Libya. Dioxides 
(1964) divided Libya geographically and climatically into three regions, which are the 
coastal, mountainous (Aljabel Algarbe and Aljabel Alakder) and desert regions. Habeb 
(1981) classified Libya into four geographical zones: the north coastal plains, the north 
mountains, the semi-desert zone and the desert zone. Said (1987) in his architectural study 
divided Libya into four climatic zones: the hot dry zone, the hot humid zone, the cold 
zone and the moderate (mild) zone. The majority of Libyan land is located in a dry desert 
region according to global classification of climatic regions. The dry desert region is 
notable for its high quantity of sun radiation and high temperature in general. The climate 
differs according to the topography of the land, sea, desert, and the configuration of the 
coast (Andacha, 1993). 
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2.2.3 Population 
The Libyan population decreased between 1900 and 1943 because of the economic 
situation and the Italian colonisation of the country. By World War II, and particularly 
once the country obtained its independence in 1951, the population started to increase. 
However, since the Al-fateh Revolution in 1969, the population has increased rapidly and 
now has a growth rate of more than 3 per cent per annum, one of the highest in the world. 
There are numerous reasons for this rate of growth, but the most important appear to be 
first, the improvement in general health standards, resulting in lower infant mortality 
rates, and second, an increase in immigration into the country, including the return of 
Libyan immigrants. For the foreseeable future, population growth is likely to remain high 
as health services and economic conditions continue to improve, and there is a relatively 
youthful population. In 2004, the population reached 5,882,667 million (Table 2-1); only 
in the long term is it probable that the rate of growth will decrease. 
No 2012 MUHAFAZATAS 
1 Tobruk  157121 
2 Derna  159638 
3 AL Gabal AL 210255 
4 ALMarj 187134 
5 Benghazi  541104 
6 ALWahat 50140 
7 ALKufra 54115 
8 Sirt 114491 
9 ALjofra 41439 
10 Misrata 487288 
11 ALMergheb 442032 
12 Tripoli 888117 
13 Jafara 428806 
14 Zawia 291969 
15 Zwara 285104 
16 AL Gabal AL Gharbi 304163 
17 Nalut 95728 
18 Sabha 105799 
19 Wadi Shati 79634 
20 Murzuk 78412 
21 WadiALHaya 69197 
22 Ghat 22069 
23 Ejdabia 125350 
 Total 5172231 
Table 2-1 shows Libyan population growth. 
Source: Libyan Ministry of Planning (2012) 
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2.3 Libyan Social Structure: Social and Cultural Influence 
The first task is to establish what we mean by the word 'culture' and then describe what 
has been found, and the historical and social background that has shaped the present 
culture. 
Several writers establish exactly what we mean by the word 'culture'. The word means 
that body of principles, cognitions, feelings and behaviour shared among a group of 
people in several ways (Shawesh, 2000, cited from Altman, 1980). The word 'culture' as 
used in this study will refer to the ideals, ideas, emotions and expressions of behaviour 
common amongst people in one area. 
The shared faith, aspirations, traditions and values are reflected in the ways in which their 
day-to-day life is organised, and in their whole way of life. Every task they tackle, every 
time they greet a friend or see their family, their behaviour is learnt from a mixture of 
religious and social codes passed down from generation to generation, so that it seems 
natural rather than learnt. Everyone in the area will be familiar with the patterns of 
behaviour and will conform to them. Non-conformity will be obvious, unpleasant and 
disturbing. Saxena (1996, pp.703-711) states that culture shapes the behaviour of 
individuals and groups in the society. 
 
Rapoport (1977) has said that the cultural environment will indicate the reflection of 
people's value system, environmental attitudes and preferences. He believes that the 
physical form of the built environment results from people's behaviour patterns in society. 
Such a view would mean that a traditional way of life could dictate the shape of housing, 
allocation of space, orientation of buildings and form, in such a way that the physical 
structures would become symbolic of society's rules, values, beliefs and norms. The 
author will look particularly at these aspects of life in traditional villages, which have not 
been affected by the rapid changes in urban areas brought about after the oil boom. 
Reasons for the survival of these areas will be examined to establish why, when people 
have the means to move out into modern housing, they choose to stay put. 
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Religion and kinship were very strong forces and all Libyans built their own homes to 
reflect these feelings. They believed that God was responsible for all that happened and 
lived according to the teachings of the Quran. Superstitious feelings were also strong and 
this increased reluctance to change and strengthened conformity. 
Symbolism was an important aspect of life, along with belief in supernatural powers and 
holy men. The rooms built around a court, and houses around a square, reflect and 
symbolise the conservatism of the people and their need for security, privacy and co-
operation of dwellers. This courtyard house is seen throughout Libya. 
 
In traditional Libyan towns, the unique characteristics of society are underlined in the use 
of decorative additions to the space, such as stone benches for men to sit outside, special 
shaded coverings and use of vegetation. The positioning of key public buildings, mosques 
and markets is also an important way of signalling cultural identity, in establishing the 
relationship between people, buildings and space. 
 
The success of human activities requires correct and workable arrangements of space, 
whether open or enclosed. Almost every action is carried out in a specific space. The 
importance of the action and the method of performing it are factors that ought to be 
considered when discussing space. There is, therefore, a more complex relationship 
between man and space than simply the physical. Each space has certain significance 
depending on its purpose. Activities are affected by space and they, in turn, affect it. It 
has been previously stated that society's values, ideas and aspirations are reflected in the 
built environment and we can now add that this environment can, in turn, influence the 
people who "use" it. In the traditional Libyan community, people behave in the same way, 
share the same perception of life and prefer to conform for the sake of maintaining a 
pleasant and comfortable existence. Their built environment reinforces their way of life 
and helps preserve it by encouraging homogeneous behaviour. The mutually recognised 
but unvoiced codes of behaviour are, therefore, followed naturally and as a result of 
coercion. As Rapoport (1977) states: "There is a close fit between the organisation of 
space-time, meaning, communication and culture". 
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This chapter will look closely at the main aspects of the socio-cultural characteristics of 
Libyan society and identify the features which affect most directly the design of houses. 
This will include the analysis of the relationship between people and their built 
environment, the influences which are brought to bear on it, and the need to maintain 
dignity whenever possible. Cultures both eastern and western have influenced the shaping 
of Libyan culture, as demonstrated in Chapter 3. To build a picture of the background of 
important cultural factors, the study will highlight the socio-cultural influences on the 
built environment and the Islamic influence. 
2.3.1.1 Libyan Society 
 
Light will be shed on the changes which have occurred within the Libyan society during 
the last century; therefore, both the traditional and the contemporary society of Libya will 
be examined. 
The main objective is to comprehend the change within the social context of Libya, along 
with its simple act on the Libyan user, and to link both to the possible role the Libyan 
user could have played in provoking change in house design. 
 
 
2.3.1.2 Background 
The term 'traditional Libyan society' will be used in this study to refer to the society of 
Libya that developed until the beginning of the twentieth century. Its background, main 
characteristics, and the Libyan family as a basic social unit, will also be discussed. 
The link between the socio-cultural aspects of the traditional house to its use, and the role 
the traditional user could have played to instigate change in house design, will both be 
investigated. 
 
Society in the traditional Libyan city was usually composed of diversified groups of 
people, each living in a separate quarter. The structure of the traditional city was based 
on the cluster of urban divisions of different quarters; in each quarter, people with the 
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same religious, ethnic, or clan background lived together. Thus, the town societies in 
Libya were composed of some groupings of families and neighbourhood quarters. 
Lapidus (1969: 51) stressed that the quarters or the neighbourhood communities were the 
keystone of urban life in the Islamic city, in spite of being less coherent elements of the 
city. 
The basic units of society were quarters, which were social solidarities as well as 
geographical entities. Small groups of people who believed themselves bound together 
by the most fundamental ties including family, client age common village origin, ethnic 
or sectarian religious identity, perhaps in some cases fortified by common occupation, 
lived in these neighbourhoods (Lapidus, 1969: 49). 
Perhaps what characterises the early societies of Libya is their structure, which was based 
on the clan or the tribal element back in time, and Libya was composed of numerous 
tribes. This was also the case in other early Arab societies; Lapidus (1973: 51, 54) has 
argued that early Arabian societies inherited their order from the past and that the tribal 
element of social organisation characterises the early Arabic cities. He stressed that while 
the social life was developed in these cities, the canal ways remained an essential unit in 
society. 
Furthermore, Stern (1970: 26-30), in his discussion of the institutions within Islamic 
cities, found it obvious that urban life in Muslim cities owed a great deal to antiquity, 
while Costello (1997: 4) has remarked that many of the nomadic traditions and values, 
such as hospitality, were carried on to the city life after the Bedouins' transition from 
nomadic to settled life. 
 
Religion, on the other hand, had a vital role in organising the social life of traditional 
communities in Libya, as is the case among other traditional Arabic, Islamic societies. 
Lapidus (1973: 56, 57) stressed the importance of religion in ancient communities. He 
argued that the ideals and norms of social action came from religious teachings, while the 
structuring of social life was brought forward by religious organisation. He stated that 
medieval Muslim cities resembled both the Arab clan heritage of small tightly-knit 
communities, and then its stern tradition of incorporating diverse people into town 
populations. 
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Gulick (1969: 125-126) stressed the importance of the binding kinship ties, which are not 
limited to the members of the individual house. The idea behind the enlarged kinship 
organisation within Libyan traditional societies, however, is the need for cooperative 
labour, necessary for farmers in a rural culture, while in an urban culture it provided 
mutual support and protection among members of the kin-group against financial, 
medical, or social emergencies. 
 
The Tribal Order 
 
Social groupings are organised into tribes, who form a social unit often bound by family 
(often sharing ancestral lineage) and marriage links. Each tribe has a leader and a 
consultation council that looks after the social affairs of the tribe (taking care of 
disadvantaged people, resolving conflicts, organising people to do certain tasks, etc.). 
In order to classify the urban and rural societies, it is customary to classify them according 
to the local families and some criteria like location, date, economic function and patterns 
of housing. However it is not easy to draw the separation line between rural and urban 
societies, and as such, there is no agreement on the definition of the factors relating to the 
population of the countryside in a Libyan context (Mahgop, 1992). 
 
At a certain period in the past, the Libyan society had been Bedouin. This was translated 
in the simplicity of life (simple needs) and cooperation between members of the society. 
However, in modern time, this pattern of life has changed due to new economic, political 
and cultural changes. The old tribal order is slowly being dismantled and substituted by 
a modern social order where the local and central governments are in charge. The nature 
of daily activities had been different with the nature of life in the villages and the cities. 
In addition to the administrative jobs that are the main source of income, there had been 
other professions like seasonal agriculture and herding (animal management).  
 
Due to the reduced population density and the isolation, the daily means of 
communication (telephone, internet, etc.) had been limited. The impact was that social 
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relations had been more intimate and 'close'. Obviously, with the large cities expanding, 
modernisation, and technology sweeping through the country, the barriers of isolation 
and distance are being broken. This is clearly having a big impact on rural village life, 
and hence on the nature and style of housing, as is explained later. 
 
The view of society towards women is still traditional and conservative. The contribution 
of women in the administrative jobs had been very limited, for there is a conservative 
view that looks at the women’s duties as mainly indoors. However, this is not to say that 
we should overlook the commonalities between the two styles of life in the village and 
the city, such as the language, the heritage, religion, systems of marriage and political 
systems. After the fall of the monarchy and the discovery of oil, people became wealthier, 
which led to profound changes in the pattern of life and lifestyles. 
 
Family Structure 
 
The family was the basic and irreducible unit of social life in Libya, thus, however closely 
the individual was associated with the life of his quarter, essentially he belonged to his 
family. The right and obligation of the family to live enclosed in its private house led to 
a clear separation between public and private life, which is the most significant social 
neighbourhood act eristic of the Islamic city (Petherbridge1978:195). Within the Libyan 
society, the family traditionally had a basic role of providing services to the welfare of its 
members; whereas the family connections were and still are an indicator for social and 
economic status within Libyan society (Ugland, 1994: 267). 
 
In Libya, the structure of families is based on two types: Firstly, the extended family, 
originating from the rural tradition; secondly, the nuclear family that is increasingly being 
adopted at present in cities. The definition of Household and Dwelling Unit given by the 
Statistical Centre of Libya (SCI) is used here as follows: 
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"Persons living together in one residence, sharing their living expenses, and eating 
together constitute a household. A household may consist of only one person" (SCI, 1990, 
p III). 
 
"A dwelling unit is a place where one or more households were residing at the time of 
census. Place refers to any enclosed space or surrounded enclosure that has one or more 
access to a public road (e.g. alley, street, bazaar, square) or to a private road (e.g. common 
corridor or staircase)" (Ugland, 1994: 267). 
The extended family was the keystone in the structure of the traditional, agrarian, Libyan 
society. The urban population in Libya also depended on the extended family, and the 
traditional family comprised three generations who used to live in the same house (Figure 
2-3). The family house was within the walls of the traditional Libyan city; relatives and 
less close members of the same family lived in houses accumulated in the same quarter. 
This guaranteed security and protection for each member of the large family. 
 
 
Figure 2-3: Structural organisation of the extended family group 
 
Growth in the traditional extended family used to be reflected on the house, therefore 
whenever a son married, new rooms and spaces were to be added to accommodate him 
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and his new family. Petherbridge (1978: 198) remarked that Libyan houses are never 
completed; as each extended family grows, so does the house. Thereby the traditional 
house reflects the family's history, growth and structure. 
 
 
Types of Households 
The vast majority of households in Tripoli consist of ‘nuclear families’. Now the structure 
of families has changed and more people are likely to live within a small family separate 
from their relatives. Problems may occur when married sons and their families stay in 
their father’s house. Therefore, young couples prefer to move into their own 
accommodation, if they can afford to, but in the present economic situation, it has proved 
to be very difficult. People who now have the opportunity to build new houses prefer to 
build the maximum number of rooms, if they can afford to, for the future benefit of their 
family. In this way when their children get married, they can temporarily take one or two 
rooms from the spare rooms in the house until they can get accommodation of their own. 
Household Size 
 
The purpose of the household study is to find out the social characteristics and 
quantitative aspects of the population in relation to the size of the dwelling in which they 
live. According to the survey carried out by the author, in those mid-rise and low-rise 
housing schemes of Tripoli studied, a variety of households is found (see Chapter 4) 
ranging from one to nine persons. The most common household size is four people 
(36.1%), followed by five people (19.7%), and three people (19.4%). 
 
 
2.4 History and Development of Libya 
It is almost impossible to understand the architecture of Tripoli without reference to its 
particular historical urban development. Its development should be re-examined to 
rediscover the logic of its urban form. History is a means to interpret the architecture of 
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the past generation and gives insights for the present and the future urban development. 
Therefore, this chapter re-examines briefly the history of the urban development of 
Tripoli Region and its context. The historical study of the Tripoli Region is not only of 
academic interest, but also bears practical consequences. Arguably, it can reveal some 
culturally determined patterns, which carry with them timeless elements of cultural 
identity. 
The history of Tripoli Region is full of events; many different civilisations have passed 
through the Tripoli Region – Phoenicians, Carthaginians, Romans, Muslims, Spanish, 
Ottomans and later the Italians. Each has left a footprint on its historical development 
during these periods, with the Region of Tripoli being both positively and negatively 
affected by waves of destruction and development. The historical review illustrates the 
particular constellation of socio-cultural, political and economic forces, which set the 
stage for development. It also identifies external and internal forces that have influenced 
and shaped the city. 
The historical development of Tripoli has evolved over four main periods: 
1) The ancient period (12th century B.C. - 1911). 
2) The Italian colonial period (1911-1951). 
3) The post-Italian colonial period (1951 – present). 
Over time, Libyan dwellings have transformed in terms of spatial organisation, typology, 
and characteristics due to historical developments. Influenced during the Islamic and 
classical periods, four different styles of architecture were introduced into the country. 
These styles were characterised by standing monuments that exhibited diverse 
archaeological styles and were scattered all over the country. However, the village 
dwellings were resistant to change and did not adopt the new architectural styles even as 
the years went by. This chapter will illustrate the development of Libyan dwellings 
subject to socio-cultural forces and the characteristics of form inherent in the foregoing 
periods. The forces involved in shaping the architectural designs will be analysed in later 
chapters. 
2.4.1 Classical Period 
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The history of the Libyans’ dwellings dates back to the first millennium BC. This is the 
period when the Greeks, Phoenicians, Romans and the Garamantes arrived in the country. 
These visitors brought with them their enduring prints into Libya thus influencing the 
Libyans’ dwellings in terms of heavy masonry, architecture and housing designs. 
Evidence of these works still remain strewn along the expansive shores of the 
Mediterranean. 
The Phoenicians 
Interaction between Tripolitans and Phoenicians took place sometime near the ending of 
the second millennium BC. Phoenicians were the first settlers in Libya according to 
Wright (1969); a period when Libya was greatly impoverished and had very limited 
resources. Libyans during this period were exclusively nomads and survived on dates, 
meat and milk, and they dwelt in makeshift structures. Some types of these makeshift 
dwellings are still used in parts of the country at present. The advantage with these 
temporary dwellings is their ability to maintain favourable temperatures during extreme 
hot and cold times. The structures were made of animal fur, which was and is still 
obtained locally. Despite the great periodical changes it can, however, be noted that some 
Libyan families still rely on these structures for a number of uses (Shaiboub, 1986). This 
is particularly so because of privacy that can be created from the structures. The dwellings 
are internally partitioned to contain a kitchen space, a visitors’ room and another room 
for family use. The partitioning is done using curtains made from garments. The 
Phoenicians’ dwellings are currently not easy to ascertain since what remains of them is 
nothing but a few ruins (Shaiboub, 1979). However, the Phoenicians are stated to have 
founded three commercial cities, i.e. the Oea, Sabratah and Labdah later named Magna. 
These three cities exist in an area collectively referred to as Tripoli, meaning “Three 
cities”. These three cities, however, received a major facelift during the Roman period. 
The Greek period 
The Greeks were the first people to settle in Eastern Libya in a region known as Cyrenaica 
(Figure 2-4). The first half of the seventh century BC saw Cyrenaica dominated by 
Greeks. Within a period of four years after the founding of Cyrenaica, another four very 
important Greek cities were founded in the same area. These are Barce (Al-Marj), 
Teuchira (later referred to as Arison and currently known as Turkish). The other two cities 
were Appollonia (Susah) and Hesperides (later renamed Berenice and presently 
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Benghazi) (Nelson 1979). This is a period when Libya, just like any other country in the 
world, was undergoing great socio-cultural, economic, political and architectural (artistic 
skill) transformations.  
Temple of Zeus (Greek) Theatre (6th century BC) 
Figure 2-4: Showing Cyrenaica (Greek period 500 BC to the Byzantine period) 
Source: Bukamur (1985:198) 
The whereabouts of the Greek’s private houses are not very well known due to the fact 
that their public life was seemingly more pronounced. Shaiboub (1979) states that when 
the Greeks shifted from public to private life during the Roman and the Hellenistic 
periods, the outcomes were Toca and Sidi Krebish. These cities were dominated by 
courtyard-type dwellings. Courtyard dwellings can be successfully traced from the 
Hellenistic period all the way up to the third century BC. These structures consisted of 
multiple rooms, which surrounded a central yard. Remains of these houses show very 
thickly designed stairs and walls. The houses consisted of more than one storey and either 
one side or the whole courtyard was lined with porticoes (Essayed, 1982). This housing 
structure known as the courtyard underwent many transformations during the Roman and 
the Greek periods and is said to have borrowed a lot from the primitive Berbers in an 
attempt to fit in with socio-cultural and physical conditions of the area (Hassan, 1982). It 
is during the same period that defensive elements in the form of town walls, watch towers 
and castles were founded and more particularly in the urban areas, i.e. large cities and 
towns. The advent of Islam brought great changes in settlement types and housing 
patterns. There is, however, no evidence of any forms of Greek influence on the Tripolitan 
cities in terms of architecture and housing. It can also be stated that there was some 
element of Hellenistic influence on the Romans, being that they were the ones who 
dominated the entire country for a very long period (Ahmed,. 1985). 
The Garamantes 
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Blunsum (1968) states that the Garamantes were an ancient lot of Hemites, who basically 
occupied the Libyan part of the Sahara from the Herodotus to the Roman periods of 
Northern Africa’s history. The people who inhabited this part of Libya were mainly the 
Bedouins who were scattered over a wider area of the region. Garamantes people spoke 
in Arabic dialect and dwelt in portable shelters that were in the form of tents. The 
Garamantes preferred these houses because they were very favourable during harsh 
weather and they augured well for their socio-cultural needs (Figure 3-5). The portable 
dwellings provided them with shelter, security and privacy. A stable population in this 
region of the country could only be found around oases where people practised 
agriculture. These Sahara desert settlements, unlike those in the coastal or mountainous 
regions, remained free from colonial influence. An example is the Ghadames architecture, 
which features its own style and still exists even now. It can also be strongly noted that 
the people who occupied Ghadames, Sabha and Ghat still observe their customs and are 
very conservative. The Garamantes in this region founded some small settlements such 
as the Fezzan and the Germa, which is the most famous one. Germa remained as the 
ruling capital until the time when Cornelius Bablus and Augustus made an expedition of 
the area in 19 BC and took control of the entire area (Hassan, 1982) 
  
Figure 2-5: Dwelling typology during Garamantes period illustrating the irregularly walled 
courtyard houses in Fezzan. Source: Bukamur (1985:198) 
The major reasons behind the rapid urbanisation are attributed, in general, to it being 
during this time that the settlements of the Grammas mainly comprised a number of 
settlements, which featured houses plastered with gypsum or coloured lime. Excavators 
have discovered well-developed drainage systems that marked the street of Germa. The 
streets were also shaded by trees. Excavations have also revealed houses and forts plus 
some forms of ancient Roman cisterns (Shiaboub, 1979). 
The Romans 
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The Roman incursion of Libya began around 146 BC and it brought about a number of 
significant changes and more particularly in the housing structures. Romans greatly 
focused on Oea (Tripoli), Sabratha and Leptis magna. (Figure 2-6). Tripolitania 
consequently developed from being a mere Phoenician commercial centre into a major 
Roman city and therefore enjoyed all the rights and benefits as other cities under the 
Romans’ colony. The Romans, however, copied the architecture of the Greek courtyard 
houses since they looked simplified in relation to the complex Roman civilisation and 
they greatly appealed to them. This type of housing was also very favourable to the 
indigenous peoples in terms of socio-culture and environmental comfort (Essayed, 1986). 
Evidence of the Roman influence on the architecture can be seen in Sabratha and Leptis 
Magna areas, where there still stand remains of their private courtyards. Excavation 
works in the suburbs of Leptis Magna, Oea, Prolemats and Sabratha reveal luxurious 
houses and villas (Figure 2-7). These are examples of summer residences which were 
occupied by upper-class members of the society and they feature their characteristic way 
of life (Essayed, 1982). The existing courtyard houses indicate two-storeyed houses each 
having an open court plus an internal portico. Each of the courtyards are characterised by 
a palm tree, a cistern and a fountain in the centre; the cisterns are placed on the roof in a 
manner that suggests that they were meant to collect rainwater from the roof tops (Figure 
2-8 and Figure 2-9). (Ahmed,. 1985). From the architecture of these structural remains, 
one can clearly see the socio-cultural patterns plus environmental input of their designs 
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Figure 2-6: The three great cities of the Libyan coast: Oea, Leptis Magna, and Sabratha 
(640 AD) Source: Fieldwork (Madi, 2010) 
 
  
Oea (Tripoli) 
The Arch of Marcus Aurelius represents 
the Roman era (Tripoli) 
The Castle 
Leptis Magna, theatre  
Leptis Magna was founded by the 
Phoenician merchants around the 
1st millennium B.C. 
The Arch of Septimius 
Severus 
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Figure 2-7: Two Types of Roman Villas in Leptis Magna 
Source: Fieldwork (Madi, 2010) 
 
 
 
Figure 2-8: Illustration of a dwelling 
typology during the ancient Tarhhuna area 
in Tripoli. 
Source: Shiaboub (1979:421) 
Figure 2-9: Showing the 
dwelling typology during the 
Roman period 
Source: Shiaboub 
(1979:449) 
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Evidence from excavation works done in Krebish (Benghazi) and Tora reveal that 
courtyard houses were present in the second and even the third centuries BC. As 
aforementioned in this paper, remains of the courtyard dwellings reveal the great art and 
cultural displays inherent during those ancient times (Blunsum, 1968). Based on the 
physical evidence from excavation works, it can be conclusively stated that the courtyard 
was the most widely constructed dwelling in the North African countries and particularly 
in Libya. This is despite the fact that there are great variations in these regions in terms 
of geographical location and prevailing climatic conditions. The only dissimilarities in 
the housing structures are the kind of building materials used, and the size, location and 
space organisation of the courtyards. In the rural areas, for example, dwellings consisted 
of single storey houses with well-covered courtyards, while in the urban places, houses 
had more than one storey and the courtyards were wide open.  
Most of the people during the classical periods were nomads and therefore spent most of 
their time in the Sahara desert looking after their flocks (Blunsum, 1986). A very short 
period was spent in the semi-nomad camps that were well surrounded by palm groves. 
These nomadic communities were divided into tribes, clans, sub-clans and villages in a 
hierarchical fashion. The archaeological site of the ancient Greek city of Berenice lies 
adjacent to the old lighthouse (see Figure 2-10). 
  
Figure 2-10 Illustrations of the foundations of courtyard houses from the second century 
BC 
Source: Fieldwork (Madi, 2010) 
 
 
Environmental Cultural And Historical        Chapter Two 
33 
2.4.2 The Islamic period 
The 7th century saw North African society undergo great transformations, particularly in 
their social and cultural structures. People underwent changes in terms of language, 
privacy patterns and religion and many other aspects, which had characterised North 
Africa for a very long period. A discussion on the intrusion of Islamic architecture into 
North Africa provides an insight into the area comprising Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, 
Morocco and Spain. Islam influenced these societies in terms of architectural 
developments. These countries are therefore recognised for their parallel and somehow 
connected architectural evolutions. The earliest monuments in these regions were based 
on architectural designs borrowed from the Umayyad Spain and Abbasid east. After the 
Hilal Arab tribes were devastatingly invaded after the 11th century, Morocco became 
isolated and remained under the influence of the Muslim Spain. With the advent of the 
reign of the Almoravids and the Almohads, Morocco remained in architectural and artistic 
contact with the Arab tribes. With the 13th century decline in the era of the Muslim Spain, 
Morocco was gradually isolated from the rest of the Islamic communities.  
These great monuments illustrate the uniformity and clarity of architectural designs that 
were utilised. Monuments were characterised by low roofs, arcades, courtyards and 
square multi-storeyed minarets. These structural conformations plus big rectangular 
enclosures thus became universal features in the artistic designs of proceeding centuries. 
These features were also used in designing and building palaces and fortresses amongst 
many other opulent dwellings. Buildings of this period and era were marked by civic 
hydraulic cisterns, which were situated on the exterior and were made by vast unadorned 
masonry brickworks and expanses. Close artistic association with the Spanish and Eastern 
Mediterranean is exhibited by limited decoration applied on stone carvings, wood and 
even stucco. The Fatimids, Hamadits and Zirids featured an architectural style that was 
both monumental and austere as illustrated by the Great Mosque of Sousse in Tunisia 
(Figure 2-11 and Figure 2-12). The early mosques were characterised by open courtyards 
and a columned area. The mihrab can be seen at the far right location of the picture. 
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Figure 2-11: The great Mosque, Sousse, 
Tunisia 
Figure 2-12: The Great Mosque, Quayrawan, 
Tunisia 
Source: Fieldwork (Madi, 2010) 
The presence of the Almohads, Almoravids and Berber dynasty enabled North African 
architecture to develop unique expression characteristics. City gateways, such as those 
found in Rabat and Marrakech, and the minarets in Rabat, Marrakech and Tlemcen 
exhibit carved stone monumental scales, which are shaped into different arches and lobes 
to form intricate structures. Niches and arches in shallow reefs were vaulted using 
Muqarnas, well spread to ensure stability. There was, however, very little in the way of 
exterior façades, apart from the high minarets and imposing portals. Decorations played 
a very central role during the subsequent Sadian and Marinid dynasties. Utilisation of 
glazed mosaic, chiselled stucco and wooden marquetry was very prevalent during this 
era. Palaces and mosques were all covered by green painted tile-roofs and the Spanish 
influence was manifested by the presence of pools within the courtyards. The Turkish 
impact was, however, felt more by Algerians than the Libyans and Tunisians. Private 
dwellings plus palaces provide evidence of the affluence of urban life in Algiers, Tripoli 
and Algiers. 
 
It is quite agreeable that affluent buildings featured by their distinct luxury, comfort and 
permanence provide a very small insight into the building activities during a particular 
time in history. It can also be rightly argued that it is due to their massive structure and 
permanence that they are able to remain standing after all other dwellings have 
succumbed to wear and tear because of time. Therefore, to consider the monumental 
buildings without these outstanding facts is to create an unbalanced and even inaccurate 
picture of the Islamic architecture and how it related to the societies by which the designs 
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were founded (Petherbidge, 1978). It is therefore quite important to consider the 
neglected buildings in terms of their architecture and their traditional building criteria. 
While the religious buildings evolved with time, vernacular architecture was passed down 
by generations from skilled craftspeople. Many Arab writers have described the ancient 
architectural designs within urban setups, while at the same time, very few modern day 
architects have had their inspiration built upon vernacular architecture. This is especially 
evident in cases whereby contemporary architects are working within a society whose 
local culture is unknown to them. 
To bring out a clearer illustration, a brief insight into an Arab house would help determine 
the relationship between indigenous dwellings and their immediate surroundings. Based 
on the characteristic feature of the region under study, climate plays a very key role 
followed by cultural observations. These were the two main factors that influenced 
building architecture during this particular time. These factors affected the façade of 
openings that were used as ventilators, letting in light or for movements in and out of the 
houses (Petherbridge, 1978). Openings in the houses were meant to create conducive 
conditions in the houses in terms of temperature regulation. The men’s reception rooms, 
known as the guest rooms, were strategically located to make them accessible from the 
entrance. Construction modes were influenced by geology and location of the respective 
building sites. Arab architecture being driven by Islamic religious observations had to 
pay great attention to the aspects of visual privacy; especially the concept of shielding 
female members from the straying eyes of strangers (Hassan, 1982). In Libya, as a 
distinction between private and public space, there exists a strong need to differentiate 
between public, private and semi-private aspects of residential dwellings. This means 
these aspects are indicative of the centrality with which socio-cultural factors influence 
people, buildings and architecture. 
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Figure 2-13: The dwelling typology during the Arab period in comparison with Roman 
dwelling 
Source: Shiaboub (1979:449) 
Arab Muslims consequently never introduced a different housing design, but they rather 
dwelt upon the same basic principles of housing designs (Figure 2-13). They also adopted 
a courtyard design that was basically a Mediterranean design also found in amongst the 
Greek and Roman designs. This was meant to provide continuity and at the same time 
ensure that there was no interference with the prevailing Muslim culture. Egyptians’ 
houses also reflected the same design (Serageldin, 1980:45). Arab Muslims simply 
adopted this style to fit in with the local environmental conditions plus the prevailing 
socio-cultural values. This discussion somewhat provides a conclusive view of the 
evolutionary aspect of Libya’s building and architecture. 
 
Ottoman period 
 
In 1551, the Ottoman occupation began. Turkish rule in Libya continued until 1911 when 
it was swept away by the Italian invasion and conquest of the country. During this time, 
the Turks realised the backwardness of Libya and started to initiate serious urban, social 
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and economic schemes. Throughout the pre-colonial period in Libya, towns existed in 
isolation one from the other. They exercised political and administrative control over a 
limited area of the surrounding countryside. When the Italians invaded Libya, the 
settlement system created by the Turks was already in full decline and only Tripoli, 
Benghazi, Derna and Misurata could be considered as towns. In 1911, Tripoli, with a 
population of about 29,761 inhabitants, was the capital of the country. Benghazi with 
16,500 inhabitants was the second town and both Derna and Misurata had less than 5000 
inhabitants. Out of a total population of fewer than one million just before the Italian 
occupation, less than 7 per cent were urban dwellers. Other settlements were villages and 
hamlets and the majority of Libyans remained nomadic and semi-nomadic. 
The pre-colonial towns contained a dense complex of dwellings separated by an Intricate 
maze of narrow, winding streets and dead-end alleyways which reflected the absence of 
wheeled vehicles. The principal feature of the townscape was the mosques, which 
functioned not only as a place for prayer and other religious activities, but also as 
intellectual, educational and social centres. The bathhouses were another feature of the 
physical fabric of the towns. Few buildings were more than one storey tall and only the 
slender minarets of the mosque broke the monotony of the townscape. Major commercial 
activities and crafts were conducted in specialised bazaars around the great mosque in 
each town, and some streets were devoted to various trades. Within these commercial 
areas, the inns and coffee houses functioned as important social centres. 
In the nineteenth century, before the decline of the trans-Saharan trade routes, a number 
of oases deep in the Sahara contained thriving towns, for example Jalu, Ghdams, Ghat, 
Kufra and, in particular, Murzuq which was famous for its artistic life; travellers used to 
call it the 'Paris of the Sahara'. There is a common belief that the courtyard housing 
widespread in Libya has its origin in the Ottoman period or it belonged to the Ottoman 
architecture, however, this is a mistaken belief. Most of the buildings that are associated 
with the latter were rebuilt in the 16th century during the Turkish existence in Libya and 
the houses they rebuilt had irregular shapes (Shakeout, 1979). The Ottomans and Arabs 
developed the same type of houses because of the Islamic values they shared. The 
courtyard house plan is one building directly linked to ancient history, and it shows how 
the dwellings were suitable for the local and environmental needs. 
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Murad Agha Mosque 1531 AD Hotel 
Figure 2-14: Examples of Ottoman architecture 
Source: Fieldwork (Madi, 2010) 
2.5 Socio-economic changes in Libya 
Libya was one of the most poverty-stricken states in the world during the first half of the 
twentieth century. In the early 1960s, when oil was first exported, the Libyan economy 
started to transform (Ghanem, 1981). Gradually, signs of improvement began to be 
noticed in the economy due to the accumulated oil revenues. In just a few years, oil 
exports accelerated until, in 1963, they represented 98 per cent of the country’s total 
exports and approximately 42 per cent of the GNP (Al-Zenie, 2002: 1). Libya became the 
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world's fourth largest exporter of crude oil, a rate of growth unknown anywhere in the 
industry's history. 
The notable improvement in economic conditions in the early 1960s encouraged 
thousands of Libyans who had fled the country during the Italian occupation to return to 
their homeland (Attir, 1983). In addition, the availability of jobs in most cities encouraged 
many Libyan people to leave the rural areas in a massive migration towards the urban 
centres, particularly Benghazi and Tripoli. 
 
This plan was launched in 1963 and aimed to improve living standards, particularly 
among the low-income segment of the population. It also aimed to ensure more public 
investment in housing, education, health and communication in order to consolidate 
economic growth in the country. Although an expenditure of approximately LYD 169.1 
million was anticipated in this plan, the actual expenditure was much more than this 
figure, amounting to approximately LYD 298.2 million (Allan, 1981: 80). In August 
1965, to further the construction of housing throughout the country, the Idriss housing 
scheme was introduced by the government on a national level, with the sum of LYD 400 
million allocated to build 100,000 homes over a period of five years at a rate of 20,000 
units per year. Western ideas appear to have been introduced wholesale and indigenous 
ideas abandoned uncritically. Other features of the new public housing scheme ignored 
the socio-cultural values of the Libyan family and community, despite the fact that these 
values still existed and did so for a considerable time to come. It is also essential to take 
into account the geographical, climatic, topographical and social variations if satisfactory 
housing is to be achieved (Awotona, 1990a: 64). 
 
The first town in Libya to have a master plan after independence was the small town of 
El-Marj. The old town, Barce, was devastated by an earthquake in Cyrenaica in February 
1963 (Figure 2-15). A comprehensive plan was drawn up for the construction of a new 
town, four kilometres to the west of the ruined site, and published in 1964. The main 
features of the new town were fundamentally western in origin, and included detached 
houses with front gardens wherever possible; neighbourhood centres with a range of 
facilities; and a network of wide roads (Blake, 1979). 
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Figure 2-15: The old town of El-Marj (Barce) 
Source: Municipality of Tripoli 
Table 2-2: Number of Houses by Type, 1954 
Type of 
house 
Tripoli Township of 
Tripoli 
Benghaz
i 
Township of 
Benghazi 
Sebba Total 
Villa 5.384 488 329 106 0 6.312 
Houses 17.192 64.048 11.400 13.171 9.847 115.658 
Tents 172 24.527 311 26.469 460 51.939 
Shanties 5.993 41.142 2.356 5.345 2.802 57.638 
Caves 113 4.105 4 1.233 7 5.468 
Improvised 897 188 403 321 3 1.812 
Vessels 4 5 3 1 . 13 
Collective 559 87 73 94 6 819 
Total 30.319 134.590 14.879 46.740 13.125 239.653 
Source: Bukamur 1985 
In June 1963, the government commissioned Doxiadis and Associates to undertake a 
survey and a comprehensive study of housing conditions, and to set up appropriate 
housing policies and programmes to overcome Libya’s acute housing problems. The 
outcome of the study was a two-volume report discussing the existing problems, an 
outline of a national housing policy and a programme framework that included a set of 
different programmes for action, finance and implementation. 
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According to Nerfin (1965), the study was frequently referred to but did not seem to have 
been considered thoroughly. Although many of the proposals and recommendations were 
followed by the government for quite a long period, the housing situation did not improve 
significantly. Perhaps the study did not pay enough attention to certain aspects of housing 
in Libya or, if it did, failed to emphasise these aspects adequately. Another reason why 
the study did not have the desired results was the lack of professionals and specialists 
involved, leaving its proposals ineffective. Nevertheless, one can agree with what was 
said about this study in the Mshsp (1966): 
In spite of its recognised shortcomings, this report is considered as a useful broad 
reference document, its real and positive value lying in the identification and frank stress 
on the acuteness of housing problems in Libya. 
 
The housing construction programme consists of two types of project. The popular or 
economic housing projects were designed for low-income people, mainly shanty 
dwellers. The middle or average housing projects were built mainly for civil servants. 
Between 1965 and 1969, the number of economic dwelling units built was 11,553; while 
3,332 average dwelling units were built. Achievement in the housing sector was very low 
indeed, despite the efforts to overcome the difficulties and constraints (Sharnanna, 1976) 
(see Table 2-2). 
 
According to Bukamur (1985), at the time of the revolution, about 220,000 Libyan 
families were in urgent need of housing. For this reason, from its early days, the RG has 
played the principal role in solving the housing problem, especially for low-income 
groups, by establishing family and housing allowances and subsidies, and by reducing 
the selling price of government houses and land. Laws were introduced granting every 
family a house. Table 2-3 and Table 2-5 indicate the indexes for the surface areas 
necessary for housing. 
 
 
Environmental Cultural And Historical        Chapter Two 
42 
Table 2-3: Suggested Surface Area of Housing Units According to Number of Household 
Members 
 
 
 
 
El Shipany (1989) considered the necessary surface area for the housing unit of a family 
of more than six people to be 150 square metres, according to the schedule. 
Table 2-4: Suggested Surface Area of Housing Units According to Number of Families 
Number of family members 1/2 3/4 5/6 7/8 9 
Number of bedrooms 1 2 3 4 5 
Net surface area (square metres) 73 89 114 128 142 
Total surface area (square metres) 95 115 150 165 185 
 
The RG stated that each family should have the opportunity to own an adequate home, 
leading it to create a new project called the Urgent Housing Project, which began in early 
1970 (Table 2-5). 
The RG housing policy was targeted not only at low-income groups but also at all groups, 
including the middle-income group living in unsuitable houses or in huts. The aim was to 
raise the living standard of the whole Libyan population. The RG recognised not only the 
need for adequate housing for all citizens, but also the need for public facilities such as 
water, electricity, sewage, parks and security. The housing programme consisted of 
386,000 units in the period 1969-1985. Table 2 5 shows the housing development from 
1954 to 1985. According to the study performed by the Ministry of Housing (1989) on 
the future housing needs, 50,000 dwelling units needed to be built per year. 
Table 2-5: Housing Development in Libya, 1954-1985 
 
Number of 
Bedrooms 
Total surface area 
for each 
individual 
Total surface area of 
the house (square 
metres) 
Surface area of the 
land parcel 
2 437 2148 296 
3 631 2186 372 
4 827 3216 432 
5 1025 2250 500 
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Source: Ministry of Planning (1954, 1985) 
In the 1980s and early 1990s, the Libyan economy was negatively affected by the sharp 
decline in oil prices. The subsequent decline in oil revenues led the government to 
discontinue the funding of its development plan in general and house building in 
particular. As a result, many projects were abandoned while others were postponed, and 
many housing contracts were cancelled. Consequently, most foreign workers and 
companies withdrew from the Libyan market. 
 
Eljehimi (cited in Elkhair, 2010) stated that the new development plan would be in 
housing, as Libya faces a massive housing shortage. It is estimated that about 450,000 
new housing units are required. Therefore, the government launched a privatisation policy 
and encouraged the private sector to participate in completing vast housing projects. The 
literature on construction in developing countries suggests that to provide a basis for their 
socio-economic development, these countries require a large volume of construction, 
much of which is beyond the capacity and capability of the local industry. Thus, countries 
must engage foreign companies (Ofori et al., 2009). 
 
The housing policy in Libya has been standardised and implemented by foreign design 
experts and planners who did not take the social realities of Libya into consideration. 
These planners and architects have been in pursuit of quick project implementation and 
lacked knowledge of and sensitivity to the Libyan culture. They were unwilling to modify 
their architectural and planning models in order to meet the needs of the inhabitants and 
local physical conditions. 
According to Mukhtar (1997), urban planning, which has been carried out in Libya, is a 
western system. The result, ignorant of the socio-cultural and climatic conditions needed 
Year Family 
size 
Number of 
dwellings 
Source 
1954 4.5 129,000 Doxiadis and Associates 
1963 4.5 I89, 000 Doxiadis and Associates 
1964 4.5 200,000 Doxiadis and Associates 
1973 5.8 300,000 Ministry of Planning 
1980 6.2 396.000 Ministry of Planning 
1984 6.4 555,000 Ministry of Planning 
1985 6.4 586,000 Ministry of Planning 
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for Libya is that most building is done by foreign companies and most building materials 
imported. According to the MP (1999), Tripoli, like many Arab cities, has witnessed 
dramatic changes during the 20th century, especially during the past three decades. Since 
1969 the city has witnessed faster growth than any other North African city. Tripoli was 
growing at 9% per annum whereas other cities in North Africa were growing at 3-5% per 
annum in 1975. 
Finally, a number of sub-factors confirm the research proposition that previous social 
housing units in Libya were economically driven. These factors were identified in the 
Five-Year Plan for Housing (2005) as follows: 
a shortage of housing plans 
a lack of urban land for housing development 
a generic increase in housing and building costs 
a shortage of local building materials and skilled labour. 
 
Recent architecture and planning in Libya, especially concerning housing design and site-
layout, have repeatedly been criticised by some architects and in professional literature 
for not being in accord with people's needs and requirements. The problem has often been 
discussed in relation to the socio-cultural and spatial implications of design. Critics have 
most often been in favour of traditional architecture and design in housing. The alleged 
failure of modern housing has often been attributed and related to a perceived break in 
the continuity of tradition in the design and layout of new dwellings provided by 
developers. In particular, the typical new design and layout of houses, it has been argued, 
did not conform to the traditional nor to the apparently desired way of life of the majority 
of families in Libya. According to these critics, there is an apparent mismatch between 
user requirements and house architecture, especially in Tripoli, in terms of overall design 
and layout and their relationship to the immediate surroundings. Yet such claims, 
frequently made, are based on little or no systematic theoretical or empirical foundations. 
The lack of research, which might have identified and contrasted the users’ characteristics 
and their spatial requirements against housing design, was striking, in general. In 
particular, the extent and especially the nature of match (or mismatch) between overall 
design and layout of dwellings and users’ spatial requirements in Libya has never been 
systematically studied, examined and tested. New houses as well as traditional houses 
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have never been evaluated, nor the aspirations, attitudes and preferences of their 
occupants explored to test the extent and nature of any mismatch between user 
requirements and housing design. The bulk of this problem can be summarised in the 
following preliminary statement of the problem.  
To ascertain whether the match between design of space and user characteristics and 
requirements varies significantly between new houses and traditional houses in Tripoli. 
 
In summary, it is evident that past housing development has not responded to Libyans' 
local and cultural needs. Therefore, many secretariats and public institutions started 
studying Libya's housing requirements and determining statistical indicators concerning 
the country's needs in terms of housing units. 
 
2.6 Conclusion 
 
This chapter has sought to examine the main aspects of socio-economic and political 
change that the country has undergone during the 20th century and particularly during 
the post-oil-discovery era. The high rates of urbanisation and population growth have also 
been examined in the light of the impact of the discovery of oil on the expansion of cities 
and the provision of public services since the late 1950s. It is obvious that the wealth 
gained from the exploitation of oil since the early 1960s has transformed the country from 
being one of the poorest states in the world during the first half of the 20th century to one 
of the wealthiest during the second half. However, the formulation and implementation 
of many public policies during the late 1970s and 2000s were largely influenced by 
instability in the structure and size of legislative and executive authorities, as well as the 
administrative divisions of the country during this period. In terms of urbanisation and 
population growth, many Libyan cities have expanded and their morphological and 
demographic features have changed dramatically during the post-oil-discovery era due to 
the creation of new urban environments by foreign consultants and companies who have 
undertaken the planning and the execution of development plans. The concentration of 
Environmental Cultural And Historical        Chapter Two 
46 
employment opportunities and better living standards in big cities has led to a notable 
increase in the urban population during the post-revolution era. 
The following chapter will explore the research methodology employed in this research. 
It also discusses the issues related to research design, research techniques, research 
methods (data collection and surveys) and statistical techniques for data analysis. 
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   Chapter 3:  Research Methodology 
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3.1 Introduction 
The main aim of the research is to study traditional and modern housing in the state of 
Libya. In particular, it aims to investigate traditional and contemporary housing in terms 
of its suitability to the needs of residents and to cultural and climatic conditions. The 
research will support decision-making for architects, interior designers and urban 
planners, and facilitate their understanding of the relationship between design, 
environment and identity in Libya. To achieve this aim and to answer the research 
questions, the following objectives were generated. 
The main objectives of the fieldwork were, first, to gather relevant data from various 
government agencies and, second, to collect information relating to the residential units 
and neighbourhoods in the form of drawings, maps, photographs and verbal information. 
This chapter is divided into two sections. The first section deals with the preliminary 
survey, which provided the researcher with sufficient information to formulate and 
organise the main survey. The second section deals with the main survey upon which the 
research findings will be based. 
 
The use of a combination of methods is preferable, especially for data collection in 
human-environment studies (Canter, 1974). Hence, other methods and stages of data 
collection were also employed. These included questionnaires with a small group of users 
who were willing to take part, as well as detailed observations and physical measurements 
of the design and layout of some of the housing representative of the main samples. The 
latter were instrumental in analysing and interpreting the data gathered by the 
questionnaire survey. 
 
The nature and details of the techniques of data collection used in this investigation will 
be considered in the following sections: 
1. to investigate traditional and contemporary housing characteristics in Libya 
2. to investigate the major factors influencing the development Libya’s traditional 
architecture 
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3. to examine the degree of people’s satisfaction with both traditional and 
contemporary housing in terms of socio-cultural and climatic aspects 
 
To address these objectives, it was necessary to achieve a fuller understanding of the 
development of housing in Libya, both traditional and modern. However, it would be 
simplistic to characterise traditional as ‘old’ houses or even as houses designed in the old 
style, and modern as houses built after the discovery and exploitation of oil. Such a 
characterisation would fail, for example, to take account of the process of evolution 
undergone by housing in Libya over the last three centuries. 
 
As an analysis of a series of house plans from the 1920s to the present day shows (see 
Chapter 5), the traditional house was not replaced by the modern house overnight. 
However, oil wealth generated new and unprecedented opportunities for all Libyans. 
Material, technological and aesthetic/lifestyle changes all contributed to a transition, 
albeit not a smooth one, from the old to the modern. 
 
In order to achieve the aims and objectives of this study, and to build a foundation for the 
analysis of the problems, information had to be collected and analysed as follows. 
 
 
3.1 Methodology 
To fulfil the aims and objectives of the study, a variety of approaches were brought to 
bear on different aspects of the work. The literature review included the study of previous 
works relevant to the research aims and objectives. The dearth of studies with similar 
objectives, as far as the researcher could ascertain, made it necessary to examine 
contextual studies on Libya, its traditional and modern houses, and its socio-economic 
development. In addition, the empirical research relied on a number of research methods: 
direct observation, key figures, historical documents, photographic survey and 
questionnaire. Fieldwork covered areas built in the three different periods, and was 
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conducted on a sample of pre-colonial houses, colonial houses and modern houses in 
Libya. Analysis of their designs included elevations and the collection of information on 
their histories. To keep it a comparative study, the amount of time spent on the fieldwork 
was approximately the same in each different area. 
 
At the end of the fieldwork a survey was undertaken to gather views on aspects of 
traditional, colonial and modern housing from Libyan householders, with a representative 
sample being drawn up for each. While the views of householders were gathered with 
semi-structured questionnaires, descriptive statistics were employed in the reporting of 
the data obtained. Finally, a set of design proposals was prepared, in the light of the 
information gathered from the survey, as a contribution to the debate on future housing 
designs in Libya, including outline sketches for a house on a standard building plot and 
one for an affluent family residence. 
 
Investigating the main hypothesis of this study mainly concerns the socio-physical 
contradictions in the urban scene. There were three levels in the approach for the 
investigation strategy: the house and its privacy in respect to the surrounding neighbours; 
the neighbourhood and its association  with neighbourly attitude, kinship and ethnic 
factors; the mosque and its changing role in the neighbourhood. Accordingly, the 
investigation dwelt on the question of socio-cultural identity at the level of the house and 
the urban spatial structure as a whole. Within the built environment at the level of the 
house and neighbourhood, the main elements were identified for investigation during and 
after the fieldwork period of this research. 
 
 
3.2 Literature Review 
This section presents a brief literature review, focusing on studies relating to modern 
housing in Libya. The review seeks to illustrate issues relating to modern housing in 
Libya and which recur in the present study. These are returned to in their fuller context, 
Research methodology        Chapter three 
51 
especially in Chapters 4 and 5. For example, they feature in the discussion of the rapid 
socio-economic development that Libya experienced, after the Italian colonial period in 
the 1910s and the exploitation of oil which began in the 1950s (Chapter 4). The 
exploitation of oil dramatically influenced Libyan lives, in terms of living standards, 
housing and public services. It brought with it an influx of immigration, which exposed 
Libyans to a whole wave of new ideas and opportunities. The issues also feature in the 
discussion of the urbanisation of Libya and modern private and government sector 
housing in Libya in Chapter 8. 
 
The studies reviewed below provide an indication of the challenges that arose to the 
existing order through the provision of public services and the efforts made to create new 
opportunities for Libyans. 
The dramatic rate of expansion presented considerable challenges to planners and experts, 
who did not always get things right. Al-Zitoun (2006) investigated traditional houses and 
modern western-style houses in Tripoli. The research found that modern houses reflected 
the designers’ ignorance of the climatic conditions in the area. The researcher made a 
number of recommendations. There was a need for proper environmental controls with 
regard to house design and architecture. Technology should be used to serve the 
environment, rather than for the sake of using technology. Use should be made of proven 
Arab Islamic architectural designs (profiting from the experiences of the past), instead of 
experimenting with western-style designs. Daza (1982) revealed the influence of socio-
economic factors on housing in Libya, both in the centre of Tripoli and in the region: land 
prices, urban planning, family income and socio-economic status (e.g., job, level of 
education), law and religion. He also looked at the effects of the socio-economic changes 
that had occurred in Libya on housing; that is, how the traditional Arab Islamic-style 
house had been overtaken by western-style designs. A study by Ben-Swessi (1988) 
explored modern architectural designs, finding that North African cities had become 
overrun with foreign architectural building designs that were not in keeping with the local 
environment, physically or culturally. He drew attention to some of the advantages of 
Arab Islamic housing. The second study by Saeed (1988) focused on architectural and 
planning aspects of governmental housing. Al-Mutawa (1994) emphasised the need for 
new designs to provide greater privacy for females (especially when receiving visitors), 
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and to have the capacity for future expansion of accommodation, if needed. In terms of 
combatting the climate, he recommended the use of a T-shaped design, with houses 
consisting of east, west and south wings. 
 
Many studies, including those of Ben-Swessi (1996), Azzuz (2000), Al-Zitouni (2006) 
and Belgasem (2007) argue that the rapid urbanisation of Tripoli has been typified by an 
adaptation of foreign solutions to immediate urban crises. In this regard, Azlitni (1978) 
has stated that modern technology was so responsive to the desire for quick construction 
on the scale and in the volume required that there has hardly been time to modify and 
adapt it to the indigenous culture, heritage and traditions, or to adequately transform and 
translate the experience of the west into a relevant planning and architecture framework. 
Consequently, such practice has created urban forms that do not take into consideration 
inherited culture and the social needs of inhabitants. In contrast, western practice has 
generally put great pressure on traditional cities, and has resulted in the transformation 
and disruption of a heritage that took many centuries to evolve (Fazlur, 1978). 
 
The rapid economic growth and desperate need to solve the shortage of housing units led 
the Libyan government to adopt the western model of housing developments (Aburounia, 
2007). Many studies, such as those of Awotona (1990), Belgasem (2007), here appeared 
to be a dearth of studies, which drew on the experiences and views of private 
householders. The present study sought in this respect to break new ground. Ben-Swessi 
(1996), Al-Zitouni (2006), Azzuz (2000), Azltni (2005) and Shawesh (2000) claim that 
contemporary neighbourhoods failed to satisfy user needs in terms of privacy and other 
socio-cultural practices. Although the studies reported here illustrate many of the issues 
relating to modern housing in Libya, most have concentrated on government-led 
provision in public-private partnerships. There appears to be a shortage of studies that 
drew on the experiences and views of private householders, in combination with macro-
scale analysis. In this respect, the present study sought to break new ground. 
 
This brief review of the literature relating to modern housing design in Libya provides 
interesting issues of relevance to the context in which the researcher conducted the 
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present study. The critical issue appears to be about the nature and shape of housing in 
Libya and the appropriateness of modern design to traditional Libyan cultural, social and 
religious values. 
 
Modern housing, as the studies referred to above have shown, appears to have turned its 
back on those values and to threaten those values. At the same time, there is growing 
concern about the impact of modern housing 'requirements' on family's financial 
resources (e.g. in terms of land and building costs), and on energy consumption factors 
(e.g. air-conditioning and the amount of artificial lighting). These have implications for 
today's international concerns about conservation (including the eventual exhaustion of 
natural resources such as oil, still critical in the Libyan economy) and pollution issues. 
The review has also suggested that the authorities have not always been able to cope 
adequately with the demands for housing provision and/or support with house purchase, 
and indeed with the development of effective planning controls as regards housing areas, 
and house construction particularly. 
 
 
Although the studies reported here illustrate many of the issues relating to modern 
housing in Libya, most of those involving fieldwork have concentrated on government-
led provision on public-private sector partnerships. There appeared to be a dearth of 
studies which drew on the experiences and views of private householders. The present 
study sought in this respect to break new ground. 
 
3.3 Documentation 
Based on the aim of the study and the findings of the pilot survey, more documents 
regarding the residential environment — such as institutions, relations, reports and 
research studies — were scheduled for collection. An official letter from the University 
of Tripoli to the appropriate government agencies was required, explaining the purpose 
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and importance of the study, and asking for their assistance in collecting the necessary 
data. 
Libya passed through two modern European colonial eras, namely, the Italian occupation 
until the middle of the Second World War, followed by the country's temporary 
occupation by Britain until December 1951. Foreign scholars and travellers, including 
historians, architects, artisans, geographers, anthropologists, and government officers, 
collected photographs and wrote extensively about Islamic society in Libya during the 
last decade of the 19th century and early decades of the 20th century. The author has 
located books, papers and photographs describing the historical, physical, social and 
economic conditions during that time. Additional historical documents were collected, 
mainly from the above-mentioned agencies and/or government offices, libraries, and 
historic centres in Tripoli. 
 
While in Tripoli testing the questionnaire, the researcher collected information and data 
from the municipality, government sources and libraries. The researcher also collected 
different plans related to the case studies as well as government documents and reports 
on state housing in Libya. In researching exact information on houses built in Tripoli 
during the 1920s and 1970s, the researcher’s attempts to obtain archives from private 
architects’ offices proved difficult and time-consuming, due to pressure of work. It was 
found that most of the houses in the private archives were built late in the period of study, 
during the 1990s and 2000s. Eventually, an adequate selection of case studies was located 
at the Tripoli Municipality. 
 
The researcher found the library of the University of Tripoli particularly useful for Libyan 
references related to traditional houses, while museums proved to be an important source 
of data for understanding the traditional home environment and home furniture. 
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3.4 Case studies 
A large amount of information was collected during the pilot survey, including base maps 
and aerial photographs of the city. The aerial photographs had been taken on different 
dates, for example, in 1914, 1964, 1981 and 2010. The aim of the study, to compare 
housing typologies existing in Tripoli, compares traditional houses, colonial houses and 
modern houses. For this reason it was important to identify areas of Tripoli containing a 
selection of samples of each housing typology. After a careful study of the aerial 
photographs, three areas were selected for study from different parts of the Tripoli region 
(see Figure 3-1). These were: 
x three pre-colonial neighbourhoods (Bab El-jaded, and Jabal Nafusa Ghadames), 
which are typical traditional neighbourhoods 
x two colonial neighbourhoods from the Italian-built city (Omer Almukter and 
Sarem), which include multi-storey buildings and villas 
x three neighbourhoods from the post-colonial period, characterised by vertical and 
horizontal planning (El-shra Algrby, with single-storey, low-income housing; 
Hayy El-Andalus, with high-income housing; and El-Gurje, an area of four-storey 
public housing for low- and medium-income groups). 
 
Research methodology        Chapter three 
56 
Figure 3-1 : Specifications of the selected site 
Source: Tripoli "Urban Planning" 
 
I. Pre-colonial area (Old city area)  
 
The old city of Tripoli is situated in the centre of the city, and was the main city of Tripoli 
until the 20th century when substantial developments occurred outside the city walls 
under an Italian town-planning scheme. Two traditional neighbourhoods are Bab El-jaded 
neighbourhood and Bab Abur neighbourhood (see Figure 3-2 and Figure 3-3), which 
represents the traditional housing, built during the pre-colonial period. 
 
 
 
Figure 3-2: views of different streets in Bab El-jaded and Bab Abur district 
Source: Fieldwork (2010) 
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Figure 3-3: showing hierarchy of street plan and open space, mainly compact plan. 
Source: Tripoli "Urban Planning". 
 
The northern port area, Sayyidi Umran road and the Maydan al Suhada in the south are 
within the city walls. As a result of densification and continuous renewal since the ancient 
cities, medieval and Ottoman, which succeeded one another, the urban structure is 
particularly regular, with the maintenance of the outline pattern of the ancient streets. 
Essentially composed of traditional patio houses (Haoush), the urban fabric of the medina 
includes a limited number of public buildings (mosques, schools, hammams, 
administrations, and archaeological sites) of a heritage nature. 
 
II. Colonial area 
Al Sarem neighbourhood is located to the east west of the central business district of 
Tripoli on a triangular piece of land of 3.3 hectares, formed by the meeting point of Sh. 
Omer Elmuktar and Sh. Elnnasser and bounded by the main women's hospital "Algiala". 
Directly opposite the estate, across heavily used roads, is vast parkland, surrounded by 
traffic originating in the square "Mydan Eltahreer". The scheme was built in the late with 
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a plot of land 300-500 square metres, with an open area on at least two sides, front and 
back. In some cases, there is an open area on three and four sides dependent on the plot 
size (see Figure 3-4). 
Figure 3-4: views of different streets in Sarem district 
Source: Fieldwork (2010) 
 
 
Bn Ashor neighbourhood is located in the southern part of the central business district 
of Tripoli. The position of Bn Ashor is between two outer-city highways to the west, 
Tajora to Tripoli International Airport to the south, and Mydan alkadsia Square to the 
north, (Figure 3-5). The scheme was built in the late 1930s for a medium-income group - 
government employees only. 
 
Figure 3-5: Bn Ashor neighbourhood 
III. Post-colonial area  
El-Gurje neighbourhood is located on the southern edge of Tripoli’s courtyard house and 
was originally designed during the 1960s and 1970s. It is organised on a squared grid of 
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12m, with a central courtyard. It is a variation of the haoush of the medina with a plot of 
land of 144 square metres open to the streets (see Figure). These houses were originally 
one storey. Some of them were changed to two storeys by the owners to create more 
space. Bricks, cement and concrete are the main building materials for walls, roofs and 
floors. 
 
 
Figure 3-6: views of different streets in El-Gurje, neighbourhood district 
Source: Fieldwork (2010) 
 
 
Figure 3-7: Hayy El-Andalus neighbourhood 
Source: Fieldwork (2010) 
Hayy El-Andalus neighbourhood is located on the south edge of Tripoli’s municipality 
zone. This type of dwelling is constructed by the private sector (see Figure 3-7 and Figure 
3-8). The total area of the plots for these dwellings is between 300 and 450 square metres 
with an open area on at least two sides, front and back. In some cases, there is an open 
area on three and four sides, dependent on the plot size. 
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Figure 3-8: views of different streets in Hayy El-Andalus district 
Source: Fieldwork (2010) 
Hay Alakwakh neighbourhood  
The Hay Alakwakh neighbourhood project is located on the south edge of Tripoli’s 
municipality zone on the northwest of Tripoli city, about 6 km from the city centre. The 
Ministry of Housing constructed the project in 1975. This neighbourhood was constructed 
by the foreign firm, Libash from Turkey. The site plan was designed according to the 
western concept of neighbourhood, with public facilities such as schools, a mosque, a 
shopping centre and public offices located in its central area. Different types of housing 
blocks (four, eight and twelve storeys) (see Figure) were distributed over the site. This 
type of housing was part of a comprehensive plan to build an administrative compound 
in Tripoli occupied by people from middle- and low-income groups. 
  
Figure 3-9: views of different streets in Hay Alakwakh district 
Source: Fieldwork (2010) 
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The selection was based on the following criteria: 
1. The study area should, as much as possible, represent the urban structure of the 
city. 
2. The date of the district in which the study area is located should be taken into 
consideration. 
3. The urban tissue of the neighbourhood should be representative of the changes of 
the urban layout of the city. 
4. The study area should be a residential area. 
 
As mentioned earlier, the built-up city has undergone rapid change and many old 
buildings have been replaced by new buildings. Accordingly, a site visit was conducted 
to each area identified in the aerial photograph, to determine the exact location and size 
of the study area that would form the base of the study. In this respect, the researcher 
sought, in some areas, to locate the most unchanged area, especially in the post-colonial 
area of the city. A plot measuring approximately 140 x 500 metres (with an area of 7–10 
hectares) was located in each area; the detailed physical survey was conducted within this 
plot. 
 
 
The survey of the traditional urban settlements discussed in Chapter 3 has demonstrated 
that the Tripoli region is the most integrated in Libya, and is an excellent example of an 
early settlement. It is the only remaining inhabited traditional region in the country. The 
Tripoli region is a place of vital national heritage and represents the heart of local culture. 
Further, the Tripoli region is one of the oldest continuously inhabited settlements in the 
world that retains some of its authenticity. It is also considered the most important urban 
area in the country because it includes the national capital. 
 
Physical Survey 
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The physical survey was concerned mainly with the physical aspects of the housing types 
and the layout of the neighbourhood. It is one of the most important parts of the main 
survey because it provides the physical context for the more detailed information obtained 
about housing and household attitudes. 
 
An investigation was made of the design concept, the exterior features, the construction 
and the internal living environment of each house type. Architectural drawings (floor 
plans, sections and elevations) were collected for each house type. These were from 
various sources such as the municipality archives and Libya museum, and some were 
drawn by the researcher after obtaining permission from the householder. 
 
The layout of the neighbourhood was studied to illustrate how the residential units were 
grouped, the relationship of the houses, the open spaces in the neighbourhood and the 
street pattern. This will be discussed in detail in the fieldwork procedure.  
 
Site Observation 
 
The site observation was conducted in conjunction with the physical survey to record the 
external architectural features of the houses and the physical conditions of the residential 
environment.  
Field notes were made, including a physical checklist and visual documentation theory 
photographs. In the field notes, many observations were recorded, including the 
following: 
x Ongoing activities in the neighbourhood, which give an impression of the 
background of the inhabitants 
x Unexpected patterns of activity 
x The utilisation of open spaces in the neighbourhood 
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x Visible physical alterations or changes that have been made to the residential 
units. 
 
The physical checklist was intended to collect as much information as possible about the 
physical site and the architectural elements of the residential units. Although it is difficult 
to prepare a checklist that covers all of the architectural features of the residential units 
of the city, an effort was made to identify the general and then classify them according to 
the varieties of form or materials commonly used in the houses of Tripoli. Using the 
physical checklist, houses were systematically documented, including the location, the 
date of construction (if possible), the date of survey and a photograph. 
 
3.4.1 Fieldwork Procedure 
 
Fieldwork is time-consuming and needs to be well-planned. Taking this into 
consideration, the researcher started the survey by collecting the administrative work, and 
then carried out a few steps before beginning the physical documentation phase of 
fieldwork. These steps included: 
1. Obtaining permission from the principality of Tripoli to carry out the research, 
including the taking of photographs. 
2. Obtaining aerial photographs of all the study areas. 
3. Preparing the materials and tools required for the survey, including tracing paper, 
pens, pencils, field notebooks, camera and films. 
4. Printing and photocopying the required number of questionnaires. 
 
Following these steps, work began in the first study area as follows: 
1. The aerial photograph of the study area was confirmed. Since the latest aerial 
photograph available to the researcher was taken in 1983, a few changes have 
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been made to the built environment. For instance, some plots have been built on 
and some buildings demolished to provide open space. Therefore, a site visit was 
conducted to observe and note the changes between the aerial photograph and the 
current circumstances. 
2. Several copies of the drawn study area were prepared. 
3. Several site visits were made in order to: 
a) select houses for detailed study. 
b) take photographs of the houses, open spaces and streets (the angle of the view 
for each photograph was shown on the map of the study area). 
c) define the boundaries and the type of open spaces (each one was marked on a 
separate copy of the study area). 
4. The head of the household of the selected house was approached in order to obtain 
permission to sketch a plan of the house and to photograph the interior spaces. 
The facades of the house were either sketched on the site or photographed to be 
drawn later. If this was not achieved, an alternative measure was taken such as: 
a) asking the house owner for a copy of the architectural drawings of the house, 
if they were available. 
b) identifying the construction permission number, in order to obtain the 
architectural drawings from the municipality archive. These last two measures 
(a and b) were appropriate only for contemporary buildings (i.e. those 
buildings built from the late 1970s onwards), because prior to this, the 
municipality and the house owners rarely kept the architectural drawings. 
5. All the sketches made during the site visit were drawn to scale. 
6. Physical checklists were completed and observations were recorded in the field 
notebook. 
The steps above were followed in each study area respectively.  
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3.4.2 Preliminary Survey 
 
This survey was carried out from August 2010. Three study areas were selected: one from 
the traditional area of the city, one from the colonial area and one from the modern area. 
These three areas represent the Tripoli region’s phases of transformation. Sketches were 
drawn and photographs taken. 
 
Fieldwork forms an essential part of this study, concerned with the layout of the 
neighbourhoods’ interior environment of houses in Tripoli. Fieldwork allows the 
description of the importance of neighbourhood layouts in order to give a thorough 
understanding of the fabric of old buildings and their spatial arrangement, and 
photographic surveys were conducted.  
 
The researcher undertook several field study trips during the period of research. The 
process started with a pilot study to identify potential case studies for traditional Tripoli 
houses. The researcher carried out an initial survey and collected specific information in 
preparation for the questionnaire. During the second trip, the revolution crisis began in 
Libya, preventing the researcher from visiting the country to distribute the questionnaire. 
Instead, the questionnaire was sent together with a letter of explanation and a self-
addressed, stamped envelope. 
 
Preliminary Survey Findings and Recommendations 
 
The preliminary survey was very important because it enabled the researcher to better 
understand the fieldwork and the associated problems. The analysis of the preliminary 
survey revealed that: 
1. More information should be gathered. 
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2. The selected study area was quite large and did not illustrate clearly the different 
stages of the transformation of the city. 
3. Some questions required more explanation and rephrasing. 
4. In order to minimise the problems and difficulties faced during the main survey, 
the following should be considered: 
a) In order to gain access to adequate information and fieldwork, the researcher 
should have a letter from the University of Tripoli to various related 
government agencies. 
b) Since it is very difficult for strangers to view the interior of any house, because 
of the strong local tradition of privacy, it is more appropriate to obtain the 
architectural plans of the house, if these exist, from the municipality or the 
house owner. 
c) Time and place should be taken into consideration while conducting the 
questionnaires. 
d) It is more appropriate to conduct the survey during the autumn, winter or 
spring in order to avoid the intensive heat of the summer season. 
 
The data that emerged can be connected to literature and theories, and ‘grounded in 
reality’ (Denscombe, 1998), as well as uncovering information about multifaceted issues 
related to housing. Based on a qualitative approach, the questionnaire was distributed 
mainly among the residents on the estates selected for the three case studies. For this 
purpose, a ‘purposive sampling’ technique was used in the survey so that the study would 
gain the most valuable data from specific people, since the residents know the housing 
situation better than anyone else. 
 
3.5 Main Survey 
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The above findings and recommendations were taken into consideration when planning 
the main survey. This survey was carried out from 2010. Since the researcher’s study was 
primarily concerned with the change in the built form of the residential unit, a 
considerable amount of time and effort was devoted to the physical survey in order to 
investigate the changes that had occurred in the housing types. To collect relevant data 
and alleviate the risk of dependence upon one particular method, multiple information 
methods were employed. This included the collection and review of documents, physical 
surveys (maps of the city, architectural drawings of the houses obtained from the 
municipality or house owners, drawings by the researcher, observation photographs and 
visual documentation), site observations and informal questionnaires. Several factors 
influenced the decision to select the aforementioned methods: 
x the lack of a single method to provide adequate data to complete the study 
x the socio-cultural conditions of Tripoli society, whereby people are unable to 
envisage the importance of questionnaires 
x privacy (the majority of residents objected to the researcher viewing the 
residential unit from inside). 
During this field trip, the research collected the physical documentation of the 
neighbourhood. 
 
The use of multiple information-gathering methods allows the weakness of one method 
to be compensated for by the strengths of another (Friedmann, 1978). For instance, the 
limitations of the physical survey in attempting to assess the degree of satisfaction of the 
tenant with the design of the residential unit was supplemented by the questionnaires. 
. 
3.5.1 Questionnaire 
 
Following the pilot study, the questionnaire in its final format was translated into Arabic. 
The final production of the questionnaire in the form of booklets was completed in Tripoli 
and about 400 booklets were printed. All of the questionnaires were distributed in Tripoli 
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because it is the focal point of the research. The questionnaire was distributed among 
different groups of Tripoli residents in order to obtain as broad a range of results as 
possible. These groups will be discussed later. 
 
Questionnaires are useful and efficient data-gathering tools (Friedmann and Zube, 1978). 
Surveys usually require large Libya sizes of sufficiently varied characteristics that 
adequately reflect the variation that might exist in the total populations (Rossi and 
Freeman, 2003). A large Libya was beyond the scope of this study. Nevertheless, the 
researcher attempted to survey as many cases as possible. It was suggested that 20–30 
cases should be selected randomly from each study area. Accordingly, 25 cases were 
selected from each study area, and in total 312 cases from all study areas were selected. 
Based upon the findings of the pilot survey, some questions were rephrased and the 
questions with an open-ended format were changed to questions with appropriate 
response categories, to ensure that all the questions could be answered adequately. As 
Rose (1974) observed, ‘There is little purpose in asking people questions for which they 
do not have an answer, or for which they cannot readily formulate an honest complete 
answer.’ 
 
The questionnaire was designed to cover all aspects of housing, and to be clear and easily 
understood by respondents, who were encouraged to answer the questions as well as they 
could. The questionnaire was written in the Arabic language (the mother tongue of Libyan 
people). Four hundred questionnaires were distributed. The respondents were the heads 
of the households or the house-owners. They were selected randomly from the three study 
areas in the three neighbourhoods in the Tripoli region. Ultimately, 312 questionnaires 
were completed. The questionnaires consisted of four parts: 
1. personal information (five questions) 
2. questions related to the dwelling unit (17 questions) 
3. questions related to the neighbourhood (13 questions) 
4. questions related to the city (six questions) 
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The first section was for all respondents. It began with questions to obtain information 
about respondents and their families, including age and number of family members in the 
residential unit. It then proceeded to obtain some data about the respondents’ previous 
and present residential environments, including their previous house, length of residence 
at the present house, number of rooms in the present house, level of satisfaction with the 
present house, and the amount of services in the neighbourhood. The second section of 
the questionnaire was only for house-owners. It was designed to obtain information about 
the building such as its age and purpose, the number of residential units in the building 
and the building materials. It also sought to obtain information about the role of the house 
designer, the participation of the owner in the design of the house and any changes carried 
out in the residential unit. The fourth section was to be filled in by the researcher. It was 
designed to obtain information about the building type, area and construction type. 
 
The collected data and questionnaires were analysed at Deakin University in Melbourne. 
All the information required for the computer analysis was obtained from the computer 
centre in the university, including booklets and computer programme manuals. Training 
courses attended by the researcher enabled him to use the computer and to select the 
appropriate programmes for the analysis. Consequently, the questionnaire data were 
transcribed onto coding forms, from where they were entered into the computer. 
 
 
3.6 Survey Standards and Limitations 
 
Taking into consideration the factors determining a suitable size for the whole of Libya 
(Van Dallen, 2001: 127–8) and the constraints on resources, a Libya size of 300 was 
chosen. The intention was to collect as much data as possible to maximise the statistical 
reliability of the data. It was acknowledged that within the framework of this research, 
the number of questionnaires collected would not be statistically representative for all 
housing schemes in the Tripoli region; therefore, the results would have to be treated with 
care. 
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Despite all actions taken to ensure the validity and reliability of data, undesirable effects 
from respondents may have affected it in a number of ways. There may have been a 
number of influences affecting the accuracy of respondents’ answers. Some respondents 
may have found it difficult to examine and analyse their feelings and experiences 
accurately, and some may have been unable to express their views sufficiently in words. 
In addition, some may have ignored or overlooked some questions, or misinterpreted their 
meaning. It should be pointed out that some answers may have been influenced by 
existing social conditions at the time of the questionnaire survey. 
Although the survey may not be statistically representative for all housing schemes in the 
Tripoli region, it was useful in providing an idea of the significant design-related factors 
that affect the degree of user satisfaction. Thus, this study was a valuable, timely and 
appropriate method of increasing our understanding of the status of housing in Libya. The 
analysis of the survey data was expected to throw light on the residents’ socio-cultural 
life and to provide some idea of the performance of the housing schemes’ physical 
features in terms of their general layout. 
 
Qualitative and attitude inquiry method 
The method used for this field study approach is the phenomenological and attitude 
inquiry method. In this method, qualitative and naturalistic approaches are used to 
understand human experiences, attitudes and opinions about their own urban spatial 
structure and opinions on house design. The significance of using that method during the 
field study was realised, especially with the educated and professional segment of the 
survey sample. The contradictory results from different attitudes and opinions and the 
actual dissatisfaction with the contemporary setting help to enhance the hypothesis put 
forward before the start of this field study. 
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3.1 Statistical Analysis 
Information collected by the questionnaire survey was statistically analysed using SPSS 
for Windows version 8. Using statistical techniques made it possible to analyse the data 
and to examine the propositions raised during theoretical studies of this investigation. As 
the nature of the data was nominal, chi-square was considered the most appropriate 
statistical test (Kinnear and Gray, 2010: 65). In the analysis of the data frequencies, 
percentages and cross-tabulations were mostly used. A number of cross-tabulations 
statistically indicated the existence of some correlation between the pairs of variables 
involved. However, from a strictly statistical point of view, such correlation in a small 
Libya size cannot be regarded as entirely reliable. 
 
The results of this study did not rely on statistics alone. These were crosschecked against, 
and backed up by other measures, including the information collected through an 
observation physical measurements archival document. For example, respondents’ 
answers to certain questions could not be interpreted unless they were cross-checked 
against housing and settlement plans. 
 
3.2 Analysis of Findings 
This is a combined qualitative and quantitative study involving a questionnaire. In total, 
312 questionnaires were collected from the three study areas. The data collected from 
these questionnaires was transferred into a computer file and statistically analysed using 
SPSS for Windows version 8. The software compared the results to that of similar 
research findings, helping to accomplish the researcher’s aim and to design the 
framework for the proposed second phase of the questionnaire survey. 
 
The findings of the local survey are tabulated in Appendix B in the form of frequency 
tables. Appendix C documents the data collected from observations of the three study 
areas. 
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The analysis of findings of the questionnaire survey and, where applicable, design 
implications for households, houses (including housing and building) and 
neighbourhoods is presented in this section. The provisions required for housing 
settlements are also examined and existing public facilities are evaluated. 
General findings on housing satisfaction, and residents’ attitudes towards their houses 
and their settlements, are presented in Chapter 3. Drawn from the results of the survey is 
a summary of findings, including a list of demands on home and neighbourhood design.  
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   Chapter 4:  Pre-colonial Architecture Forms in Libya 
 
 
Pre-colonial Architecture Forms in Libya        Chapter Four  
75 
 
4.1 Introduction 
 
Historically, Tripoli region architecture has excelled at expressing the relationship 
between people and nature. This can be seen in many examples of Tripoli region 
architecture and it is evident in the traditional Tripoli region house. The house’s elements 
are characterised by a harmonious relationship with its external natural surroundings, and 
an organic internal relationship between its spatial layout, the construction materials, and 
the lifestyle of the inhabitants. 
The chapter explores the traditional houses in the Tripoli region in Libya, underlines their 
characteristics, and looks at the factors that have possibly influenced their designs. This 
is followed by a general discussion on traditional houses in the neighbouring regions of 
different North African states: Libya, Egypt, Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia. It establishes 
the cultural context for the study of Libyan houses as well as identifying the architectural 
properties that may serve as an example for the modern design of domestic environments 
for North African people, outlining the similarities and differences between them. 
4.1.1 Coastal Areas Housing 
 
The old city Tripoli is situated in the north-west of Libya along the Mediterranean coast, 
and the city is nine metres above sea level. Tripoli forms the major area under study (see 
Figure 4-1 and Figure 4-2). 
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4.2 Residential Districts 
4.2.1 The relationship of quarters (neighbourhoods) within the old city 
The city was divided into a number of residential districts known as mahallahs 
(neighbourhoods). Each mahallah was further subdivided into smaller residential quarters 
known as maha/lahs (sub-neighbourhoods) which were formed of a number of clusters of 
houses. 
Mahallas are located within Madina's semi-private zone. They were created as tranquil 
areas free from vehicular traffic, public activities and interference.  
 
Mahallas have a high population density as traditional courtyard houses in the Madina 
are attached to each other on three sides (back-to-back and side-to-side). Such houses are 
connected by a network of semi-public streets. These streets are frequently provided with 
long stone benches where old men of the extended family can sit during the day.  
4.2.2 The spatial organisation of the old city 
Mainly based on Tripoli case studies, the model demonstrates the elements of a traditional 
Islamic city and their spatial relationships. The Friday mosque is surrounded by religious 
schools, a public bathhouse and the commercial district form the central core of the city. 
Segregated residential quarters are located around the core area of the city. This work is 
continuing and being completed all the time. With an ambition to generate comprehensive 
design guidelines for an ideal Islamic city, Hakim (1986) compiled all the relevant 
Islamic references that he perceived, in one way or another, would have affected the 
Muslim-built environment in a book entitled Arabic-Islamic Cities: Building and 
Planning Principles. 
However, as time passed the issue proved to be more and more controversial amongst the 
scholars in this field, and a brief review of the background of the debate on the term 
'Islamic City' may help to provide a better understanding of the issue. 
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The residential quarter was composed of family houses, so privacy and security were 
highly respected. The whole town was organised and governed according to the ‘Shariah’ 
(the Islamic law); consequently, an overall social unity was established in the old town. 
At the land use level, there was a clear distinction between residential areas and markets 
to allow more tranquillity and privacy for residential areas. In addition, the markets were 
divided into secondary markets, according to their produce and activities like craft, 
vegetables, perfume and carpentry markets as application of the concept La dherer wa la 
dhirar (no harm, whether for your profit or not). The streets were planned in a hierarchical 
form, moving gradually from public to private with different widths and increasingly 
tortuous routes. Almost all the houses were of the same height, were inward-looking 
around a courtyard with external walls which had a few high windows for privacy (see 
Figures 4.3 and 4.4 and Chapter Three for more details). 
 
Figure 4-1: Tripoli (the old city) 
(Source: Municipality of Tripoli) 
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Figure 4-2: Organic urban development in Tripoli 
(Source: Municipality of Tripoli) 
It is believed that the spatial pattern of the old town is related directly to the traditional 
social organisation. The requirements of private family and public activities played a 
great role in forming the urban spaces in the town. Consequently, the separation of spaces 
into a hierarchy from totally public to completely private can be seen clearly. 
4.2.2.1 The layout 
The structure of the Libyan traditional city is in direct conformity with the region's 
climate. For example to adjust to the harsh, climatic conditions, "Libyan urban planners 
learned to minimise the direct impact of solar radiation, to soften the blow of harmful and 
unpleasant winds, and to optimise the use of shade, breeze, and water. The planners' 
objectives were achieved by adopting a compact urban form, developing special street 
patterns, and designing houses with courtyards" (Ahmed, 1991). As large open spaces in 
hot and arid regions can generate heated air during the day and cold air at night, they are 
usually avoided in traditional Libyan cities, unless they are planted with trees and/or 
contain a body of water. Also, wide streets as well as long straight alleyways are avoided 
because they function as channels for air movement and heat exchange. Instead, narrow 
streets (see Figure 4-3) and twisted alleyways are used, surrounded by tall walls, oriented 
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towards the wind, and well shaded during the hot summer afternoon. These features are 
created and adapted to ensure that humidity is retained, daily temperature is reduced, 
inhabitants are protected against dust and harmful winds and that the streets are shaded, 
cool during the day, and warm at night (ibid., pp.20-23). 
 (Source: Fieldwork, 2010) 
 
Figure 4-3: The twisted narrow streets and the shadow 
Traditionally, the streets, residential quarters, working spaces, religious buildings and 
public services form the main elements of a typical Libyan city. Its formal, spatial, and 
structural organisation respond to the contextual conditions, e.g. local climate, culture 
(religion, customs, and tastes), economic conditions, type of available building material, 
cultural heritage, architecture, etc. The traditional settlements in each Libyan city had 
features that gave them a distinctive quality. Nevertheless, they were all characterised by 
certain fundamental design principles that, largely, were common to most other cities in 
North Africa (see Figure 4-4 and Figure 4-5). These will be explained in what follows. 
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Figure 4-4: (below) illustrations of the 
levels of organisation of the Ksar of 
M'zab in Algerian Sahara. (above) 
Structure of the district. 
Source: Ammar Bouchair, Decline of 
urban ecosystem of M'zab valley. 
University of Jijel, BP 98 Ouled 
 
Figure 4-5: (below) illustrations of 
the levels of organisation of the old 
City of Ghadames in Libyan 
Sahara. (above) Structure of the 
district. 
Source: Dr H. Frey, University of 
Strathclyde, from lecture notes for 
Post-Graduate Urban Design 
course, session 2000/2001. 
A narrow alley in the residential part of the old neighbourhood 
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4.2.2.2 The open spaces 
Open spaces of the old city of Tripoli are mainly courtyards of houses, mosques, schools 
and hotels. Or Martyrdom square (now Green Square) is the most important open space 
in the traditional city. It is located in front of the castle and the main gates of Bab El-
Hurria and it is the largest space in the city. It is relatively small in comparison to other 
squares in other North African cities. The use of this square in the past was for displaying 
and selling some goods. 
Each Mahalla contains a small community centre, which includes a small square 
(courtyard space). This square is used as a semi-private space where Mahalla residents 
can get together to socialise. It is also an important area for large gatherings on social and 
cultural occasions, for example, weddings, and religious ceremonies. This square is 
surrounded by buildings which serve Mahalla residents, among them, the local 
administration building where the Mukhtar (Mahalla leader) can be found, a small 
mosque, the Hammam (historic public bath), a bakery, coffee shops, and a small group 
of shops or corner stores. The same structure was, by and large, applied in all North 
African cities (Ahmed, 1974) and still exists in traditional residential quarters of old 
Libyan cities. 
The Friday mosque would act as the centre of gravity of the city. In many Libyan cities, 
a large square (Maidan) is uncommon. Instead, the large courtyard of the Friday mosque 
would act as the city's main gathering place. Roads and access ways would lead to the 
mosque from different directions. Shops are mainly located within the Bazar 
(marketplace) which would form the commercial and social spine of the traditional city. 
Muslim societies place a great deal of emphasis on the use of space. The Islamic way of 
life requires that maximum segregation is required for women in the house from outside 
activities to give them full privacy. On the other hand, maximum integration is needed 
for the men to enable them to participate fully in community life. These emphases are 
clearly observed in traditional Arab cities, such as Tripoli Old City. Some spaces need to 
be very highly integrated, some very highly segregated and, perhaps unlike many western 
cities, in North Africa cities, there are fewer spaces that operate ambiguously in this 
manner. The way spaces are integrated or separated in Muslim cities therefore has a major 
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and immediate impact on determining whether the inhabitants are able to maintain their 
way of life (Emhemed et al., 2004:13). 
4.2.2.3 The street pattern 
A sequence of controlled access routes creates a hierarchical spatial order. There is a 
sharp division between the public and private domains. Main thoroughfares surround 
large blocks of residential districts (Maha/lahs - neighbourhoods). No house normally 
opened onto them, and access to houses was through the narrower alleyways, ramifying 
from the main thoroughfares and serving smaller residential areas (Maha/lahs - sub-
neighbourhoods). Finally from those irregular and twisting alleyways, at varying lengths 
(e.g. Machalas -ches - shorter alleyways), dead-end alleyways (Barzans - cul-de-sacs) 
provided access to clusters of houses accommodating relatives or extended families (see 
Figure 4-4). Clustering of houses, normally of the same height, helped to preserve the 
security and privacy of each; the only opening onto the alleyway in the blank outer wall 
of the house was the entrance door. Entrance doors of houses preferably did not dominate 
or face each other directly. The principal feature of these alleyways, normally dead-ends, 
was to ensure restricted access, substantially reducing the possibility of strangers passing 
by. Alleyways provided semi-public territories for the resident households of clusters of 
houses. Most often, the entry space to a cluster of houses was considered a semi-private 
space and was furnished with a gate to increase their inhabitants' control over them. 
In the past, all of the streets of the old town were unpaved, but at present most, if not all, 
are paved and lit, a matter which encourages most of the residents of Tripoli, as well as 
visitors, to walk around, and to see and feel the richness of the area, both architecturally 
and socially. 
 
4.3 Libyan Traditional Housing 
4.3.1 House types 
 
Traditional housing in Libya is often in the form of one- or two-storey buildings centred 
upon one or two courtyards. Houses are closely and compactly connected with each other. 
Pre-colonial Architecture Forms in Libya        Chapter Four  
83 
The relatively small size of houses and the need to prevent overexposure to the sun in 
residential quarters was the main reason for this compact form of residential quarters in 
the old districts of Libyan cities in arid regions. The arrangement of space was influenced 
by clearly defined relationships among its inhabitants and between them and society, at a 
socio-cultural level. Therefore, the environmentally responsive form of the traditional 
housing is often seen as the most practical option that is also reflective of Libyan society's 
socio-cultural characteristics. 
Although the formation of the inward-looking courtyard housing form predates Islam, 
because of its potential to respond to socio-cultural and environmental requirements of 
the Libyan lifestyle, this form of housing was chosen and adapted in such a way that it 
became the predominant traditional form of housing in most Libyan cities in areas of hot, 
arid climate, until at least the turn of the twentieth century. However, it should be 
mentioned here that the courtyard house is not the only house type used in North African 
countries. Various forms and types of houses have been adopted in different regions with 
different climatic conditions, but the principles of settlement structure and spatial 
organisation of housing remain more or less the same. In hot, humid and cold regions of 
Libya, house types other than courtyard forms are used and adapted. In addition, in other 
North African countries, for instance, in Marrakech, Tunisia and Tripoli, in hot and humid 
regions, traditional houses have several floors and are extroverted to allow cross-
ventilation that is not provided in the courtyard type. They have many windows that open 
to the streets, but in order to generate the required privacy for the household, the windows 
are fully covered by rowshans (see Figure 3-6). The deeper and higher access in those 
houses depends on the level of closeness to the household. Islam is said to have had an 
enormous impact on the architecture and planning of Middle East and North African 
cities. It is generally held that it was Islam in the Middle East and North Africa that 
adopted and modified the built form according to the philosophy, ideology, law, and the 
requirements of socio-cultural forces in Muslim life (see Hakim, 1986). 
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Figure 4-6: (left) Cluster of courtyard houses in UR, 2000 BC.  
(right) An extroverted housing form in Tunisia illustrating how windows are covered with 
rowshans. The water evaporating from a large clay jar in Mashrabiebs freshens the incoming 
air. 
Source: (left) After Hakim (1987, p.95). 
Gaube (1978, p.16) argues that the Islamic city was based on two different types of cities: 
the oriental despotic city and the Hellenistic-Roman democratic city. Islam united a vast 
part of the Old World, with the new religion of Islam, the Arabic language, the rapid 
development of trade between the east and west of the Islamic world and through the 
extraordinary mobility of population. These resulted in the development of common 
features (e.g. grand mosque, public bath, school, etc., often in the centre of the town) 
throughout the whole area of Islamic civilisation, regardless of the original plans of the 
cities or the time they were founded. Gaube states that "presupposing a homogeneous 
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civilisation on the one hand and a regional individuality on the other, we can speak 
without any hesitation of the Islamic City which was more influenced by its oriental than 
its Greco-Roman heritage" (ibid., pp.16-17). Rapoport states "because building a house 
is a cultural phenomenon, its form and organisation is greatly influenced by the cultural 
milieu to which it belongs" (op. cit., p.46). Thus, religion is said to have, through socio-
cultural forces, influenced and modified the built environment in general, and particularly 
the design of dwellings in the 1970s. 
 
 
Figure 4-7: the old city of Tripoli 
Source: Municipality of Tripoli 
 
Since its inception in the 19th century, the term 'Islamic city' proved to be a favoured way 
of referring to the cities of the Islamic world; mainly Middle Eastern and North African 
cities. The idea behind it was to link the built form of the cities of the Islamic world to 
the religion of Islam and Islamic culture in order to understand them as a whole in a 
unified way. For many years, Middle Eastern and North African cities were studied in the 
light of Islam as an 'urban religion' and by the 1918s, the old city of Tripoli was developed 
to explain the structural patterns of these cities (Ahmed, 1988) (see Figure 4-7). 
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4.3.2 Courtyard house in Tripoli Old City 
Karaanli House Courtyard (Dar al-Karaanli) is selected for this study. It was built in 
approximately the early 19th century. It is a representative example of the domestic 
vernacular architecture. This house is located in the Old City, in Tripoli, Hara or Mahallah 
district in Bab El-jaded. It is a two-storey building occupying a plot of land (16 x 13.5m) 
and is used by an extended family. The courtyard space is an inward-looking hollow 
square surrounded by a colonnade or a continuous arcade with the sky overhead. It is the 
household's private piece of sky. It is also a place where trees, pergola and flowers are 
planted and a fountain may be located. The design of water as a focal point makes the 
atmosphere more pleasant, especially in hot or desert areas. Thus, each family creates its 
own paradise with the customary fountain in the middle to give life and reflect the sky 
(Earth, 1972). 
The North African and Libyan society refers to the courtyard as “hosh” or “wast ed-dar’. 
The courtyard is the typical design element of the indigenous Libyan community. The 
courtyard is the main segment of the Libyan house and it forms the main reference space 
where all the respective rooms are linked (Noor, 1984: 62). Because of the twisted turn 
at the entrance, the courtyard provides the very essential privacy to all occupants of the 
house. Apart from the element of privacy, the courtyard also provides an open space with 
free flow of fresh air for family refreshment, especially during the hot summers (Al-
Azzawi, 1984: 54). Because of these attributes, the courtyard is, in fact, one of the most 
frequented living spaces in the indigenous house types. 
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Figure 4-8: Layout of the traditional house in Tripoli 
Source: Fieldwork (2010) 
The courtyard is the central space, which links the various spaces of the house (see Figure 
4-8). The courtyard is a quiet place since the surrounding rooms with their thick walls 
give it protection from street noise and unwanted intrusion by others. It is a space for 
family relaxation after the return from work. It is also the space where the family spends 
most of the summer days. The courtyard space is ideally a safe area for children to play 
in, as their mother can easily watch them while she works at home on activities such as 
spinning, weaving embroidery or drying fruits and vegetables. The courtyard space is 
usually surrounded by a colonnade or a continuous arcade with the sky overhead. It is the 
household’s private piece of sky. It is also a place where trees, pergola and flowers are 
(Pre-colonial era) Traditional housing in the coastal region 16th-19th century 
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planted and a fountain may be located. The design of water as a focal point makes the 
atmosphere more pleasant, especially in hot or desert areas 
  
Dense, continuous urban fabric in the old city 
of Tripoli 
Site location 
Figure 4-9: The house of Ahmed basha, built in the 18th century (Ottoman period); note 
the entry. 
Source: Fieldwork (2010) 
The courtyard faces inward, turning blank walls to the streets and spaces outside. Rooms 
open onto courtyards, and windows on the peripheral walls are normally lacking or else 
present only occasionally, but of minimal size and above eye-level. The entrance doors 
are neither adjacent nor opposite one another, and are spaced out, but where the residents 
are relatives, several houses use a common vestibule. In the majority of the houses, the 
rooms/apartments are located on two or three sides of the yard. Small courtyards – usually 
planted with trees, water features and ponds – are surrounded by buildings with identical 
facades; the existence of summer and winter quarters in the house and spaces form the 
main elements of the traditional house in arid regions of Tripoli. 
Rapoport argues that the inwardly-oriented house form, independent of religion, climatic 
or other conditions, has been used in many other parts of the world (1969, p.66). Rezaey 
(1982) argues that the division of the house into male and female domains in Libya had 
its roots in pre-Islamic periods. Rapoport extensively examined houses in detail, and 
argued that "house form is not simply the result of physical forces or any single causal 
factor, but is the consequence of a whole range of socio-cultural factors seen in their 
broadest terms" (op. cit., p.47). 
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It has been repeatedly argued that there has been a close correspondence between Islamic 
doctrines in Muslim life and the characteristic patterns of traditional social organisation, 
way of life and social behaviour, and that these have been mirrored in the organisation 
but perhaps even more so the use of spaces in dwellings and their surrounding 
environments (e.g. see Hakim, 1986; Haneda and Miura, 1994). How far house form and 
urban design has been determined by Islam, however, is a matter of speculation, but it 
has been widely accepted that Islamic culture has had a considerable impact on them. It 
is held that Islam, through the introduction and development of religious methods of 
social administration and philosophy, affected family relations, social interactions, the 
mode of government, political structure and even commercial transactions in Middle 
Eastern and North African societies (e.g. see Michon, 1980, p.14). The North African 
urban environments, therefore, evolved through the centuries in an expressly Islamic 
milieu, and they are believed to be an embodiment of an Islamic culture in many ways. 
One of the significant social characteristics of Muslim culture relates to the position of 
women and the question of female concealment. These aspects, along with domestic 
architecture and the links between them in Middle East and North Africa societies, have 
often been attributed to the influence of Islam, and often interpreted in terms of religious 
orders, sanctions and norms. It has been argued that the isolation of the house as a whole 
from the external environment, and its division into two distinct domains, has been the 
physical expression of a sharp social and spiritual division, rooted in the traditional life 
of Muslims, where "there was a sharp divide between the public world and the private 
world, between the man's world and the woman's world" (Warren and Fethi, 1982, p.44). 
Vaziritabar argues that: "the isolation of the house and its division were not due simply 
to the fact of feminine concealment though religious orders and cultural practices 
enriched these aspects."  
 
The Entrance 
The simple exterior enhances the internally directed nature of the house. The entrance is 
a transition from the public area into the private. Houses are often part of a larger 
interdependent complex composed of interconnecting units accommodating various 
generations of an extended family, forming a small community (see Figure 4-10). One 
cannot suddenly cross the street into the private parts of a traditional house before passing 
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through the semi-private spaces. Unlike the blank outer walls, the dominant characteristic 
of the streets of traditional residential areas – the entry point to individual houses or a 
group of houses is usually highly emphasised with decoration and is welcoming.  
 
Portal: The portals are simple and at times decorated. The amount of decoration depends 
on the family's income or the simple or decorated form of the inside. The portal is often 
adorned with a tablet bearing verses from the holy Quran. Such tablets repeatedly remind 
the family to submit to God and to pray and in fact represent the purity and chastity of 
the family, and the deep love and devotion among them. The doors in some houses in 
Tripoli are rectangular, the curved mid-circle door, and the curved horseshoe-shaped. 
They are made of timber and then painted green, blue and brown. Also some doors are 
made of palm or timber, and steel plates or nails decorate some others. The average height 
ranges from 1.80 to 2.50m and width from 1.20 to 1.40m. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4-10: The indirect traditional entrance to Libyan traditional houses 
(Source: Fieldwork, 2010) 
 
 
The family domain 
The courtyard is the central space for living activities in the house. Distanced from the 
gate and barred with a barrier (vestibule) that prevents it from being seen from outside, it 
is usually set in the middle of the house and is normally square or rectangular. Many uses 
are made of the courtyard and it is an active area in the house. It connects the apartments 
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in the buildings, provides lighting and air to chambers, serves as the children's 
playground, and is used for daily chores such as washing and assembly of elders beside 
the pool (Figure 4-11). Moreover, it improves the relationship between relatives and 
visiting neighbours. The pool and gardens in the courtyard, its limited area and lofty 
surrounding walls and trees provide ample shade at daytime and coolness in the evening. 
Living quarters as well as some service quarters – such as kitchen, stores, and toilet – face 
the courtyard. In very warm and dry weather, the role of the courtyard is so vital that 
without a courtyard, a house is not suitable for living. 
 
A pool and trees in the garden are essential elements of a courtyard in a Libyan traditional 
house. They are not only functional, particularly in summertime when the daytime 
temperature is very high; they also have symbolic meanings in Libyan culture. 
 
Figure 4-11: Trees and a pond are essential elements of a courtyard house 
(Source: Fieldwork, 2010) 
A small garden in the courtyard, with several trees or a single tree, serves as a private 
green space for the residents. Dates, figs and pomegranate trees are among the most 
favoured plants in Libyan gardens as they are considered to be the fruits from heaven. 
Palm trees are evergreen and provide shade all year round, while fig and pomegranate 
trees provide shade in summer and allow light during winter. In Muslim families, children 
are brought up to be respectful and caring for nature. For example, Ujam (1995) mentions 
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that "children in Iraq are taught that the palm tree represents a lady from the household 
of the prophet Mohammed (pbuh)" (cited in Masoud, 1997, p.295). 
 
The Al-Rwaq in Libyan courtyard houses is provided in some houses because it offers a 
shaded area for bedrooms and other rooms, as well as protecting them from rainwater. It 
is open to the courtyard side, has a roof usually supported by columns and arches which 
are higher than the courtyard level by one step (15cm) and it is used as a sitting area. It 
surrounds the courtyard on four sides or three, two or even one, depending upon the 
economic situation of the household. It can be found on the ground or first floor of the 
house (see Figure 4-12).  
 
Figure 4-12: the arcade “Al-Rwaq” in Libyan courtyard houses 
(Source: the author, 2010). 
4.3.3 The use of space 
The bedroom “Ghorfat Al-Noum or Dar Al-Noum”  
In the Tripoli courtyard house, all the bedrooms surround and are open to the courtyard 
for more privacy. They are the most private spaces and are used for sleeping and are 
approximately 7 × 2.5 × 4 m in dimension (El Fortea, 1989: 133). All the bedrooms within 
the house are usually the same size and rectangular in form, with a doorway in the centre 
and with one or two windows open to the courtyard. The limitations of the building 
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materials that are used to construct the roofs (the palm trunk or olive tree branches) are 
clearly reflected in the size of the rooms, and give them their narrow width. The number 
of bedrooms within the house ranges from three to more than five, depending on the 
number of immediate family members, the extended family, and the family’s economic 
status, and they are situated mainly on the ground or first floor. The master bedroom is 
very important, particularly for the women, where they can be in their own private world 
and personal space. But it is also for use by a couple and their children. A woman of the 
house spends more time decorating and organising it and no adults are allowed to enter 
without first getting permission. On one side of the room, the couple’s bed “Al-Sedah” is 
located. Its structural frame is made from palm-tree branches; it is covered by the leaves 
of palm-trees, and it is richly decorated. The bed is placed on a raised platform, with an 
empty, secluded space under it, which is used by the woman as a private wash area.    
 
Figure 4-13: Bedroom “Ghorfat Al-Noum” in typical Libyan courtyard house. 
(Source: from www.google.com/ Libya images). 
The kitchen “Al-Matbakh” 
The kitchen is normally located in one corner of the courtyard and close to the 
underground water tank (Al-Magen or Al-Feskyaa), with usually one window open to it 
or in special cases, depending on its location, it is open to the outside. However, where 
this is the case, the window should be small and high off the ground, for privacy. It takes 
its shape and dimensions according to the availability of technical structural solutions 
(e.g., wooden beams which minimise the length used in the roofing system to 2.50-2.00 
m), the way of preparing food, available equipment and the climatic conditions. It is a 
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tiny rectangular shape, usually 3 × 2.5 m and is used only by women; men rarely enter a 
kitchen.  
Sometimes the courtyard is used as a kitchen extension, for washing dishes and preparing 
food, particularly in summer. Kitchen utensils, such as dishes, plates, etc, are few, since 
meals are served on one large platter for social interaction, as well as to minimise the 
water that is used for cleaning (economic sustainability), and indeed, it is used once again 
for watering the courtyard plants. These utensils are shared by all members of the 
extended family. The meals are usually served outside the kitchen in the courtyard or in 
the Al-Rwaq, where people sit on the ground in a circular formation. In the Libyan desert 
region such as in Ghadames, in city courtyard houses, the kitchen is located on the roof 
because the heat can then go outside the house.  
 
The bathroom “Al-Hammam” 
The bathroom in the traditional courtyard house is separated into two small rooms; one 
is used for the WC and is known as Bait Al-Rahaa and the other for showering, according 
to Islamic teaching, and is known as Al-Mathara. These rooms are characterised by the 
simplicity of their contents. There is no running water and the waste water pipe is 
connected to an underground septic tank and can be shared with the house next door. The 
bathroom is located usually near the kitchen. The orientation of the WC room should not 
face or back onto Mecca, as people feel this is disrespectful (El Fortea, 1989: 135). 
 
The storeroom “Al-Makhzen, Dar Al-Khzeen” 
The storeroom is an important component of the Libyan traditional courtyard house. The 
storeroom in the Libyan traditional courtyard house emerged as a response to the 
economic need to store food and water, which reflected the geographical demands and 
the significance of water in a semi-desert environment. Because Libya has faced many 
wars and external economic blockades, as well as having had several years of rain 
shortage, these experiences have forced people to store enough food and water in their 
houses. It has taken several patterns in different locations, such as under Al-Sedah in the 
bedroom, mainly for the woman to store her clothes and jewels, in Al-Magen to store 
rainwater. The storeroom in the traditional courtyard house is controlled and managed by 
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mainly the head of the house who keeps the key and who knows the food quantity needs 
for all the family members, which is usually an extended family. The storeroom usually 
has an allocated space near the kitchen or Al-Saquifah.  
The roof “Al-Satah” 
The roof of the Libyan courtyard house is mainly flat and accommodates several 
economic and social activities. The economic activities are drying vegetables such as 
dates, tomatoes and onions, particularly in summer for use in winter, as well as using the 
roof to collect rainwater by having a slight slope on it to one or more corners of the 
courtyard, and it is connected to the underground water tank by pipes. The social activities 
which take place on the roof during the summer are concerned with using it as a place for 
family gatherings, as well as a place to sleep to exploit the fresh night air since it is less 
hot than the rooms and it has a high parapet, up to more than two metres, which provides 
suitable privacy. Due to the nature of the urban fabric of the traditional cities which are 
compact, the roofs of the courtyard houses are knitted together, letting women use them 
to pass into neighbouring houses without having to go out to the public street (Ali 2005).  
 
The description given above of the various components of the traditional courtyard house 
aims to help provide an understanding of the way of life of the people. Each space has a 
particular significance in Libyan culture, so by understanding how this style works, this 
can lead to a better understanding of people’s needs and the traditions behind their 
behaviour in the house.   
The study has shown how the traditional courtyard house reflected the family structure 
and income, as well as giving them scope to develop within their society. Having charge 
of the building of their homes meant families catered for how much or how little was 
required by way of space. They erected screens and rooms, which suited their family’s 
size and need for seclusion. The house was part of their lives and the family was the soul 
of the house.  
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4.3.4 Desert region housing 
4.3.4.1 Old town of Ghadames 
Ghadames is a desert town developed around an oasis, and is situated 630 km to the south-
west of Tripoli. UNESCO declared Ghadames (also known as the “jewel of the Sae 
neighbourhood”) a World Heritage Site due to its desert location. Houses in Ghadames 
are characterised by rather-too-familiar North African desert architecture. The city is very 
closely situated to the Algerian, Tunisian and Libyan borders; at latitude 30º 08` N and 
longitude 9º 30` E. Ghadames is located at an altitude of 300 metres above sea level 
(Figure 4-14 and Figure 4-15). The climatic conditions in Ghadames encompass some of 
the worst climatic conditions in the country; featuring extreme high and low temperatures, 
sandstorms and flash floods, which are very strong and frequent. The houses in Ghadames 
are meant to be resilient in order to withstand these climatic conditions. The limited land 
available for building houses in the desert led to the construction of houses that were very 
close to one another. There was more emphasis on vertical structural construction than 
on horizontal spread-out (Ahmed, 1985). 
 
Ghadames today encompasses two distinct towns. The first town is the ancient town, 
which serves as the custodian of the heritage and history of the entire area. The second 
town is the present-day town, which was built in the 1970s. The new town resembles the 
old town in a number of respects, such as the planning and structuring of the two cities, 
but is different in the building materials used (Catalogue of Investment in Ghadames).  
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Figure 4-14: Illustration of the old 
town of Ghadames and the present 
town 
 
Figure 4-15: Picture of the old town of 
Ghadames 
(Source: National Geographic, 2013) 
4.3.4.2 The layout of houses in Ghadames 
A Ghadamesian house is selected for this study. In the Ghadames area, the houses are 
characterised by single and compact housing units which are three storeys high (Figure 
4-14, Figure 4-15). The entrances to the houses are found on the ground floor. The 
entrances open directly into a covered passage. The ground floor mainly served as a store 
for tools used in agriculture or for goods meant for trade. The first floor was the most 
important floor, and was accessed via staircases emerging from the ground floor. Lighting 
and ventilation for the whole housing was provided by a small unglazed window which 
was a 75cm by 75cm skylight in the ceiling. This window opened to the sky to let in light 
during the day. The living room, which was also referred to as the Sadr el-beit, served as 
the guest reception room and was found in the middle of the first floor. The Sadr el-beit 
was surrounded by other rooms and its entrance faced the storage room, which was built 
a few steps above. On the second floor, which was in most cases the top floor, there was 
a kitchen and a terrace traditional where the women performed the daily house chores 
such as washing and cleaning. 
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The second floor acted as an inner courtyard and was, therefore, used by the womenfolk 
as a place where they met and talked in privacy away from the men. Ahmed (1985) 
affirms that houses in Ghadames were very similar save for the aspect of size and interior 
or exterior decorations. It is rather difficult to differentiate houses in Ghadames due to 
the very close resemblance. The doors to the houses in Ghadames are very small in size: 
0.8cm by 1.7 m. The windows are few in number and come in different shapes; for 
example, some are rectangular with side dimensions of 15cm by 25cm. These windows 
do not have shutters. Windows are normally placed in the upper floors; however, in the 
case of the houses in Ghadames, the windows are found at a height slightly over 4.75m. 
The only source of light for an entire house is a large opening found on the ceiling of the 
sadr el-beit (see Figure 4-16). 
The Ghadamesian houses are characterised by a single entrance door made from the trunk 
of a palm tree. The first floors of the Ghadamesian houses have a large area as it projects 
well above the street level, and is used as a living room. The living room is referred to as 
the “middle home”.  
Additionally there is a room with a pit for the latrine. The first floor has a larger area 
because of its projection over the street level, and a big living room where the owner of 
the house traditionally receives and entertains the male guests. Decorations are 
concentrated on this floor since it is meant to appear aesthetically or anole Another room 
that draws much interest is one room that is located to one side of the living room and is 
locally referred to as the “Elkubba”. The Elkubba is, interestingly, meant for only two 
functions: when the woman of the house gets married and when the man of the house 
dies. The room is traditionally used for one night only on each of the two occasions. On 
the marriage day, it is well decorated and traditionally furnished. It is in this room, when 
the husband dies, that the widow spends a period of time receiving the mourners and all 
those who present their condolences. The room is rather dark since its only source of light 
is a small aperture located in the ceiling. Finally, the topmost floor of the house is 
accessed via a winding stairway. This is characterised by an array of kitchen cubes, 
terraces and courtyards. This floor is exclusively meant for the womenfolk. It is on this 
floor that they carry out their household activities, including washing and cooking. In 
addition, the women have traditionally used this floor to engage in traditional crafts such 
as mats and carpet-making. 
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4.3.4.3 Design of the Ghadames traditional house 
Figure 4-16: Physical layout of the traditional house in Ghadames 
(Source: Fieldwork, 2010) 
Traditional housing in the desert region during the pre-colonial era 
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Section through a typical house in Ghadame, Libya (Source: Evans, 1980) 
 
It is, however, important to note that in structures or buildings that do not need any 
element of privacy, such as mosques and schools, the entrance is positioned in the middle 
of the building and directly opens into the courtyard without any deviation (Bahammam, 
2006). 
Changes in behavioural norms in the 19th century saw the relaxation of the rules and 
regulations that emphasised the element of privacy. Manzil El-Leithy states that changes 
in behavioural norms brought about the need to expose some activities happening within 
the courtyard to the outsiders. These groups of outsiders included salespeople and a 
number of other visitors. It is also during the Ismailia period that one can observe the shift 
from some traditional aspects and the embrace of new architectural designs. The new 
designs featured an entrance that was followed by a lobby. The Heliopolis is one articulate 
example of this newly adopted model. The new model was well adopted even during the 
twentieth century. This model is exemplified by the villas of the 1940s and 1950s which 
emphasised a lobby beyond the main entrance. In these models, the entrances open into 
Pre-colonial Architecture Forms in Libya        Chapter Four  
101 
reception spaces and salons; a record of the social transformation from a conservative to 
an open Libyan society. 
A noticeable feature of the traditional buildings in the old town of Ghadames is the 
similarity in shape, form, size and space organisation and distribution of elements. Most 
of these types of buildings are three storeys high with a courtyard in the middle. 
Differences are sometimes found in the area of the courtyard. On the other hand, there is 
only one main entrance door to each traditional building which is made of palm tree trunk, 
opened usually directly to the alleyway or a small semi-private square. The plot area of 
traditional buildings ranges from 25 to 50m2, and the total area of the building may range 
between 70 and 80m2. See Figure 4-16, which shows a sectional perspective through one 
example of a traditional building in the old town of Ghadames. There are some standard 
areas for the inside elements of the traditional buildings: 
• Living room (courtyard) 10 to 16m2 
• Bedroom area 5 to 12 m2 
• Storeroom 20 m2; and 
• Bathroom 4 to 6 m2 
The first floor has a larger area because of its projection over the street level, including a 
storeroom for agricultural tools and toilet, as has been shown before in Figure 4-16. A 
flight of stairs leads to the upper floors, where a courtyard is located in the first floor with 
a double floor-to-ceiling height, which has at its ceiling a small sky window. This small 
opening at the ceiling of the courtyard, called an aperture, is to provide natural light and 
ventilation, when required, into the courtyard. The upper floor level is reserved mainly 
for women, where the kitchen is located, so that they are able to confine their activities, 
such as cooking, washing, etc. 
. 
4.3.5 The totally underground houses (in Jabal Nafusa Mountain) 
The Abo Sakifa underground house is selected for this study. It was built in approximately 
the early 16th century. It is a representative example of the domestic vernacular 
architecture. This house is located in Garian town, in Jabil Nafusa Mountain in the 
southern part and western part of Tripoli on a surface area of 1354 thousand square 
kilometres, or 60% of the surface of Tripoli of Elgafara and the subsidiary region of 
Pre-colonial Architecture Forms in Libya        Chapter Four  
102 
Tripoli and Masrata. To the east and the south, there is the northern part of Elhamada and 
on the west there are the frontiers with Tunisia and Algeria. The population is semi-
nomadic and consequently the inhabitants are farmers or shepherds, mainly growing 
barley, olives and figs. 
The houses in the mountain area have rural characteristics and appearance and are 
arranged in a compact grouping, which means that relatives usually live together, or live 
as near neighbours. This pattern had been known by the name of Hosh Abo Sakifa and 
is different in the number of the rooms, ranging from two to nine rooms (see  
Figure 4-17, Figure 4-18). The main element is the yard that is divided into spaces for 
accommodation, the space of the kitchen, and the entrance to this room which represents 
a gradient that ends up with space before the yard, with a dust or stony barrier around the 
yard for the protection from the collapse of stone (Figure 4-19). This kind of housing is 
built straight on the ground of mud or deposits for the yard extends to 3 to 9m, while the 
width and depth vary from one place to another. According to the type of soil, which 
could be compacted when the depth is of lesser value and as long as the stony layer is 
compacted, the depth may extend to 9m. With the construction of the yard, it is possible 
to make the whole of the entrance connected to the yard with the outside by a corridor, 
which differs in length, inclination and location, and the length may reach 12m on straight 
land. 
The inclination of the entrance will take the form of stairs, which vary in dimension from 
2.5cm for the plane corridor, and to 40cm for the uprising corridor or entrance as this 
corridor is dug with a width of 2m, and a height of 2.5m which is the necessary space for 
the entry of a camel. The end of this corridor will be larger in order to be sufficient for 
many activities, such as the storage of grains, sheep and equipment, and with the 
completion of Elsakifa it is necessary to construct the other rooms, and the removal of 
dust will be through the entrance instead of the yard as these spaces have a rectangular 
form of a length from 3m to 6m and a width of 2.8m (and which may reach 3m). However, 
the ceiling in some instances may have a simple inclination for the parents to sleep 
(bedroom) with a height of 40 to 50cm. It is not necessary to construct all the rooms at 
the same time, for some rooms will be sufficient for the needs of the family. 
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The underground houses in 1957 
 
The underground houses and modern houses 2010 
 
Figure 4-17: Physical layout of the underground houses of Jabal Nafusa Mountain 
(Source: Fieldwork, 2010) 
After the completion of the digging, the role of the men will be over. The women and 
children will finish the surface, remove the sharp edges and prepare the holes for the 
maintenance of equipment and the other needs of accommodation. 
Meanwhile, the men or the workers will dig a tank for the collection of rainwater, which 
represents a ditch used for storage and collection of water from the yard, and which has 
salt at the bottom in order to assist the composition of the soil and the absorption of the 
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water (Elzawieb, 1995). The construction of the house has traditionally involved 
members of the family. 
Plaster is used in spray form for the interior walls of the living room, and it is customary 
for the members of the family to agree about the allocation of a reception room, which 
will be sprayed with a mixture of gypsum and salt to achieve the beautiful appearance 
and increase the lighting of the room. 
The Garian type or the deep type with a large courtyard is given the name 'Ghar' by the 
people of Matmata. This type is usually found where there are deep seams of firm soil, 
especially in Matmata and Garian. They are constructed by hollowing a large square well 
about five to eight square metres, until a calcareous crust is encountered. This forms the 
roof of the whole; digging continuously to a depth of another two metres to make a total 
depth of between eight and twelve metres. Next, a long underground passage is dug which 
forms the entry corridor. The walls of the large square yard are excavated to form as many 
grottos as are needed, depending on the size of the family. 
They usually contain between six and eight dwelling rooms, some of these rooms being 
used as a stable or storeroom for straw, fodder, ploughs and other implements. Two or 
three granaries are excavated above the living quarters and these have direct access to the 
surface by means of a vertical shaft, which has the dual purpose of allowing air to 
circulate and of allowing grain to be put into the granaries directly from the surface.  
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Figure 4-18: Physical layout of the underground houses of Jabal Nafusa Mountain 
(Source: Fieldwork, 2010) 
 
 
Public Network 
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The inhabitants of this type of dwelling store their provisions inside their houses, because 
they do not have fortified granaries as at Nalut and the western regions of Jabal Nafusa, 
whose main feature is ancient troglodyte dwellings. 
This type of deep dwelling with a large courtyard at Zintan is not as unhealthy as at Nalut, 
owing to the larger dimensions of the courtyard and the exclusion of animals from the 
living quarters. At Garian, camels are accustomed to following the steep, dark passages 
down to the courtyard. There is usually a shallow well in the centre of the courtyard for 
domestic supplies. 
 
 
 
Figure 4-19: Room of the underground houses at Gherain 
(Source: Fieldwork, 2010) 
 
These dwellings are comfortable enough, but their building costs are high owing to the 
enormous volume of earth that has to be excavated. This deep type of dwelling with a 
large courtyard is less common in the Jabal Nafusa. It is found, however, in various 
villages in the eastern part and particularly at Rojeban and Zintan. Some of them are more 
common at Nalut where the type has recently been adopted. However, at Nalut the 
excavation of such dwellings presents real difficulties because no red earth as clay-like 
as that of Matmata or of Garian is found. The over-sandy soil, the frequent absence of a 
calcareous crust, and the poverty of the inhabitants have led to a local adaptation of the 
Garian type. 
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This variant is of smaller dimensions; the courtyard is not as deep or as wide and the 
grottos are less wide. The frailty of the soil necessitates costly reinforcements. The walls 
of the inside of the house and the courtyard are sometimes reinforced with a mixture of 
gypsum and rubble. This is used to support the walls as well as the arches of all the grottos 
and entrances. Solid buttresses in the form of pillars or buttress walls often contain solid 
olive wood beams, which run horizontally at door height. These beams support a 
revetment of dry stones, which goes up to the ground surface. The courtyard is shored up 
like a wall. It is to be noted that construction of such dwellings would be impossible in 
the western Jabal where the earth is not firm, being too sandy. While other types of 
troglodytic dwellings are practicable, in most areas this superior kind is directly 
dependent on the nature of the soil. In theory it would be possible to construct them from 
Turonian soil, but the labour involved in excavating the rocky banks would be too arduous 
and costly. 
The furniture, if such it may be called, usually consists of a few esparto mats, perhaps 
wool, camel or goat's hair carpet, in one or two cases, some esparto baskets and a basin 
together with other odds and ends, usually made of esparto. The furniture is very simple 
and, apart from a small grain mill, all items are easily transportable whether to a house, 
grotto or tent. As the digging of a grotto is easier and less costly than the building of a 
room, the troglodyte dwellings often have an annexe that serves as a lumber-room where 
straw and fodder are kept. This is only found in a few surface houses. 
 
4.4 The semi-private section of the traditional house (men’s 
quarter) 
This section of the traditional house was accessible to visitors, and more particularly the 
male visitors. The size of the men’s quarter was determined by the overall size of the 
house. The room included a “salon” which basically means the men’s reception room. 
The quality of furniture and all other elements of furnishing in this room symbolised a 
family’s economic abilities (Robenson, 1982: 219). It is also in the men’s quarter where 
major family occasions were celebrated. In houses where the owners could not afford the 
men’s quarters, the father’s room was utilised as the guest room (Petherbridge, 1978: 
184). 
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4.5 The women's quarter (the private section of the house) 
The harim, which was the Arabic name for the women’s domain, forms the greatest part 
of the traditional Islamic houses. The word “harim” is derived from “neighbourhood’ 
which means a sacred area, and this is a clear indication of the reverence in which this 
section of the house was held (Robenson, 1982: 219). Briggs (1974), however, states that 
the term was inappropriately understood since according to Briggs it simply meant a 
private room meant for the family. Robenson (1982) states that the women’s quarter was 
usually constructed around the courtyards and was the place where the womenfolk’s lives 
were centred. In houses belonging to the affluent families, the female and the male 
quarters are situated in two separate houses and this, therefore, implies that two 
courtyards were provided (Petherbridge, 1978: 198). 
 
4.6 Furniture and interior space 
Interior spaces in Libyan houses were not assigned to specific functions. This is because 
the space could be used for several activities like sleeping and eating, among others. The 
simple furniture in the house reflected the use of the interior space (Petherbridge, 1978: 
199). Divans, a few mats, mattresses, and beds with mattresses were the main furniture 
in traditional Libyan houses, and most were stored away in the daytime. There was a large 
deep arch recess built in the wall where mattresses, blankets, and pillows were stored, 
and a curtain was usually used to cover this. An Arab Libyan, Al Shahi (1984: 31) 
identified a lack of personal or interior artistic expression as one aspect of traditional Arab 
houses, meaning that the house design, furniture and decoration tend to be similar. A 
probable reason for this is the fact that traditional houses were built in accordance with 
general universal norms by the people; the houses were developed in the stage of 
acceptance and general satisfaction. This implies that such interiors and exteriors were 
adopted by people without being conscious of individual expression. According to 
traditional settings, everyone is involved in shaping the environment, thus designs and 
images will be clear and made common and acceptable to all (Rapoport, 1976: 22, 23). 
The courtyard was used as a social solution and for the provision of favourable climate, 
as it provided shading and privacy for the mentioned purposes (Bagnio, 1989, p.45). Most 
of the activities undertaken during the day were undertaken in the courtyard.  
Pre-colonial Architecture Forms in Libya        Chapter Four  
109 
 
4.7 The use of the traditional house in modification of climate 
Traditional architects were aware of the importance of creating convenient environmental 
conditions inside each house, and they applied this (Noor, 1984: 62). Traditional cities in 
Libya had one distinctive characteristic, that is the ability of inhabitants to provide for 
themselves with favourable climatic conditions in their homes.  
During hot summers, there was always a need to provide cool conditions inside the 
traditional houses, however, in winter there were no problems since, rarely, severe cold 
prevailed. The courtyard was relied on mostly for providing favourable climatic 
conditions during hot summers. The courtyard acted as a temperature moderator for 
domestic spaces surrounding it.  
Since the courtyard was protected by walls or surrounding rawag, loggias and galleries, 
shade prevailed and kept the place cool during the greater part of the day. This brought 
about comfortable microclimatic effects inside the house. Rooms and interior spaces of 
the house remained cool as the shaded courtyard protected them from direct sunlight. The 
setting of the courtyard is such that heat is exchanged between inside spaces (Dunham, 
1960: 66); during daytime, cool air from the courtyard moves to the interior spaces and 
rooms to replace the air in the rooms. During the night, hot air rises from the interior 
spaces as cool air sinks to the courtyard, thus making the house be cooled and ventilated 
by convection currents (Petherbridge, 1978: 199). The inner courtyard also serves to 
provide light, more so in a building where the window area is restricted and night air 
sinks, controlling the climate (Petherbridge, 1978: 199).  
Courtyard fountains were used with vegetation to increase the freshness of the room 
(Danby, 1973: 69). The presence of plants and evaporation helped to raise the humidity 
and cool the air in the courtyard. In Libya, evergreen citrus fruit trees were commonly 
planted in the courtyards. The trees, water fountains and pots of flowering plants gave 
private courtyards cool and favourable atmospheres.  
The size of the courtyard was kept within some proportions of the house such that the 
size was restricted to give protection from the sun and provide sufficient shading. For 
larger houses, two or more courtyards could be provided (Dunham, 1960: 660).  
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The courtyard was, therefore, the main source of daylight and ventilation of the house 
and controlled the internal environment (Petherbridge, 1978: 199). The courtyard acted 
as a common space as external activities were undertaken here where there was no wind, 
dust and direct sunlight. All the openings in the house were directed towards the courtyard 
so that they could receive sun and natural light in controlled quantities, while small 
windows were directed to the outside of the house (Petherbridge, 1978: 199).  
Traditional Libyan cities were characterised by clustered courtyard houses in a dense 
structure. This acted as a source of thermal protection to individual houses by reducing 
the area of the house exposed to direct sunlight (Dunham, 1960: 660). Open spaces in the 
cities were purposefully used for private courtyards, gardens and narrow streets.  
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4.8 Comparing the traditional Libyan house to the North African 
houses 
Discussions on the traditional Libyan house might suggest that there was a uniqueness of 
style in house design that was particular to Libya, which made them different from those 
in the other neighbouring areas. In fact, traditional house design in Libya was distinctive, 
perhaps in the sense that the type of features found in the houses gave them certain 
uniformity in design and structure. However, not many of the features of traditional 
houses in Libya are unique. Their design and structure rested on ideas taken from here 
and there, conditioned by the particular circumstances and experiences of those living in 
the area that is Libya today. 
As such, consideration of traditional houses in Libya and factors influencing their 
construction would be incomplete without looking at traditional houses in other parts of 
the North Africa area. In so doing, it is possible to see what features of traditional houses 
in Libya are shared, and which are unique to Libya. The similarity of geographic location, 
as well as the common Islamic heritage of the people in North Africa, should further help 
to validate the comparison, although climatic differences within the area, as will be seen, 
also affected the design. 
 
4.9 Traditional North Africa houses: Main features 
North African architecture has special features that differentiate it from other architecture 
styles in the world, for instance its simple form and use of local natural materials, 
geometric decoration and calligraphy, and the effective utilisation of natural forces 
through climatic modifications. 
The special features in North African architecture will be briefly discussed here to show 
their importance in studying North African architecture. 
One of the features found in dwellings in Libya was the creation of narrow alleyways 
between houses (see Figure 4-20). This also provided ventilation for those moving 
between the lanes and provided shade from the sun. This was in not only Libya, but also 
other parts of North Africa. 
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Courtyard 
The courtyard, a feature of traditional houses in Libya, was not common to all parts of 
the North African area. Where building space was at a premium, for example, on some 
coastline strips in the area, houses might not have any courtyard. Instead, there would be 
typically a narrow 'light well’. This would run from rooftop to ground level (e.g. in M’zab 
in South Algeria). Apart from admitting light to the more enclosed parts of the house, it 
also assisted with the circulation of any air currents that could be trapped. Typically, in 
multi-storey houses, this involved building the house in such a way that there were narrow 
shafts open to rooftop level at different points, extending through more than one storey 
to encourage the passage of air and admit light (Al-Hariri, 1996b). In some parts of North 
Africa, where space was less at a premium, some houses had an external courtyard, 
which, like internal ones, were protected by high walls or even a fence, e.g., the Ait Ben 
Haddou region, Morocco. 
 
The courtyard is a significant figure in Libyan tradition since centuries ago. The interior 
courtyard house, associated with urban areas, and the exterior courtyard house, associated 
with local areas, were the two basic courtyard types common to the Middle East and 
Mediterranean region (Petherbridge, 1978: 199). The courtyard, consisting of rooms on 
all sides of an open atrium, is associated with Arab culture, however; its distribution 
extended between Sale and Marrakech in Morocco to the west and India to the east 
(Oliver, 2003, p.136). 
In North Africa, the courtyard is called wast ed-dar, Hosh or Fina. Oliver describes a 
courtyard as an outdoor space that has a building, rooms or building elements around 
enough of its perimeter to give space a clear definition. The courtyard building consists 
of outdoor space together with the built elements that surround it (Oliver, 1997). 
Traditional architecture in North Africa, including Libya, is primarily based on the 
interior courtyard. The design scheme is awkward-looking, with a central courtyard, open 
to the sky. Around this are rooms and spaces that are grouped, and they are all directly 
accessible. 
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Rapoport (1969) adds that the courtyard has been used in many cultures, including Greek, 
Roman, Islamic, Indian, and Latin American, which may be due to the needs of the 
inhabitants. 
This is as follows: courtyard houses, and separation of domains in general are used in 
cultures which are both crowded and hierarchic. Such houses are prevalent in all their 
manifestations, from the simple house of Jericho, through those of Greece, Rome, Islam, 
India, and Latin America, to the very complex Jen house of China, with its many courts 
(Figure 4-20). 
 
Ancient Greece (Priene) Ancient Egypt 
Figure 4-20: Four courtyard houses from different cultures 
(Source: Rapoport, 1969) 
Traditionally women would spend most of their time in this part, thus it is crucial in the 
building as it ensures that domestic affairs are handled well. In addition, the courtyard 
may have a more specialised function, as from the definition of Warren and Fethi in 
Baghdad, who described that the courtyard was the focus for all communication and the 
hub of life in the house. This was possibly planted with trees, a fountain placed at the 
centre to help raise the level of humidity. The courtyard was also observed to be the focus 
of all movement, since no one could move about the house from one room to another or 
from one level to another without in some way making use of the courtyard. Before Islam, 
the courtyard was already found in North Africa. The Berbers, who were the original 
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inhabitants of North Africa, had their houses organised around courtyards, and this has 
remained even to date in various mountain villages. In North Africa, Roman settlements 
such as Volubilis in Morocco, Carthage and El Djem in Tunisia; Timgad, Djemila Libya 
and others in Algeria had widespread courtyard houses (Sibley, 2005). 
As revealed by the excavations of Fustat (Figure 4-21), early courtyard houses of Egypt 
of the 8th and 9th century AD showed regular central square courtyards with symmetric 
rooms and reception rooms with a T-shape. There is a great possibility that this early 
house form has influenced the Maghreb courtyard house organisation. In Tunis and 
Algiers, the T-shaped rooms are evident in courtyard houses, and this is said to be 
reminiscent of the early Fustat courtyard houses. However, as we move further west to 
Morocco, this becomes less evident. The courtyard houses in Tunis, Algiers and Fez have 
some regional variations and organisational principles. This will be examined in the 
following section (Sibley, 2005). 
  
Figure 4-21: Fustat house 
Source: http://www.arch.mcgill.ca/prof/schoenauer/arch528/lect07/b08.jpg 
Mohammad Al Haj, a famous man in Cairo, built Al Kardaliah House in 1631. This is 
one among the few surviving houses in the city. The house has a trapezoid-shaped 
courtyard as well as equiangular fountains (water pools) that are covered with white 
marble located in the middle of the courtyard (Abdulhamccd 2000). In addition, the floors 
of the house were open to the courtyard, providing privacy for the family members. Al 
Suhaimi house in Egypt is another old courtyard house from the Ottoman period, and it 
was built in 1648 (Abdulhamccd, 2001) (Figure 4-22). 
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The basic form of the courtyard plan is found in rural Egypt, fellahin. It is a long, single-
storeyed room on one side of the courtyard, and the other three sides are very often two 
storeys with one storey high on the other (Figure 4-23). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4-22: Al Suhami house, Egypt, Cairo, 1648. 
Source: Al Wakcel and Seraj (1998) 
Right, www.islamonline.net/North, Archaic/arts/2001/0 1/article.html. 
 
Figure 4-23: The walls around the courtyard and heights 
The walls around the courtyard were two storeys high 
The walls were one storey on one side and two storeys on the other side 
One storey high on all sides (Source: Harin, 1991, p.l4) 
Many of the traditional courtyard houses in North Africa, such as in Tripoli and Libya, 
include covered verandas at first floor level. The verandas are found on one side, and 
more around the courtyard, and these are usually such that they reduce direct sunlight. 
There is also a terrace that projects to almost one metre over the courtyard, thus cutting 
out much of the direct sunlight (Hariri, 1991) (Figure 4-24). In traditional Tripoli 
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courtyards, openings or vents are provided in the courtyard walls, all floors and external 
walls, and around the roof for better ventilation. The vents are arranged such that one can 
look into the house from outside.  
 
Courtyard in Tripoli 
Dar Garmanly Pasha 
Courtyard in Morocco Courtyard in Algeria 
Dar Mustapha Pasha 
 
Figure 4-24: Courtyards include covered verandas, in North Africa 
Courtyard, a feature of traditional houses in Libya, was common to all parts of North 
Africa. 
Source: Guide to the Kasbah Algeria, Edition, Algeria (2009). 
The size of the courtyard is relatively proportional to the size of the building in North 
African courtyard houses. In small houses located in North African and Middle Eastern 
countries, the courtyard may vary by only a few metres. Despite this, courtyards may also 
be larger spaces, such as in the farmsteads of North Africa and urban caravanserai of 
Cairo (Oliver, 1997). The area to be occupied by the courtyard is not fixed; it can be as 
small as 15m2 or large as 90m2 in some buildings (Hariri, 1991). 
Courtyards in North Africa have always been used as private space for the family. This 
is in accordance with their central location, where women will spend most of their time 
undertaking domestic affairs. The courtyard also provides a safe sitting area for adults 
and the elderly, as well a safe outdoor playing zone for children. During summer, 
overhead shadings can be achieved through deciduous trees or light coverings such as 
cloth and palm fronds, thus providing a friendly habitat making quality of life high (Corky 
Poster, 1989).  
Courtyards are so crucial in North Africa that they are considered as a symbol of life and 
a source of attraction. For a formal arrangement of a house, the focus will be laid on the 
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court, thus making it the heart of the building. This is not the case with the western house. 
In North Africa, where the façade’s expression is on the outside, they act as a space to 
see all rooms in the house and the decorative features in the rooms of the house (Jodi, 
1998).  
4.9.1 Protection from the heat 
In Libya, protection from the heat poses a big problem. Both individual and public spaces 
are shaded with building elements. Projecting roofs provide shaded outdoor living spaces, 
important for the local population to enjoy outdoor activity (see Figure 4-25). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Daytime, shaded space of the courtyard house 
Figure 4-25: Protection from the sun of the private space – conception of shading with 
building elements 
(Source: Fieldwork, 2010) 
The courtyard is useful during both summer and winter as it reduces temperatures during 
the summer and allows the building to get sunlight during winter. In other areas, there is 
a common belief that the courtyard relates to the sky.  
For different celebrations and occasions such as marriages, the courtyard is used. 
Therefore, in the traditional house, the courtyard acts as integration with the outside, thus 
both work to satisfy the needs of the family. During the day and the night, the courtyard 
also modifies the climate (Agab, 2002).  
The courtyard is the most common arrangement climatically, as it enhances 
modification of climate and acts to meet the privacy and security needs of the family. 
The courtyard functions in three regular cycles, taking advantage of the diurnal range of 
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temperature during the summertime. During the first cycle, the cool night air descends 
into the courtyard and fills the surrounding rooms, the coolness being absorbed by 
walls, floors, roofs, columns and ceilings, as well as furniture. All the latter are cooled 
at night, and they stay cool until the late afternoon. However, the courtyard will lose 
heat by radiation to the sky at night. During the second cycle, the sun directly strikes the 
courtyard floor around noon. Some of the cool air begins to rise and filter out of the 
surrounding rooms. In addition, this action sets up convection currents in the rooms of 
the house that may give further comfort. In other words, the courtyard acts as a 
chimney. At noon, the ambient temperature is very high outside the house. During the 
third cycle, in the late afternoon, the courtyard floor and the inside of the house get 
warmer and further convection currents are set up. Most of the cool air collected inside 
the rooms has spilled out by sunset ( 
Figure 4-26). 
 
One key aspect was to surround the house with palm trees. The palms acted as natural 
barriers against the sand. The air was cooled as it swept through the shaded areas under 
the palms. Upon reaching the garden, walls kept any remaining dust and sand from 
entering the house. 
Courtyard function 
Figure 4-26: Diagrammatic explanation of three climatic cycles at night, noon and 
afternoon (Source: Willaim Facey, 1999) 
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During the night, the 
courtyard and roof act as a 
cool air sink. 
During the day, the sun heats 
the courtyard. Warm air rises, 
creating a chimney effect and 
pulls breeze through the rooms. 
In the evening, the courtyard 
and buildings retain heat then 
give it off as the night air 
cools. 
Figure 4-27: Courtyard advantages 
Diagrammatic explanation of three climatic cycles at night, noon and afternoon 
Source: (William Facey, 1999) 
Environmentally, the courtyard was a thermal regulator; thus exposure to the sun is to be 
avoided and courtyards are to be kept small and overshadowed by high walls, wide eaves 
and foliage (Macintosh, 1973, p.8).  
 
Figure 4-28: Dust flowing over a courtyard house 
Wind passing over creates a low-pressure zone in the courtyard. This sucks in eddies, 
but the low pressure can be counteracted through rooms in the courtyard created by 
well-placed apertures and the courtyard effect. 
Source: (Willaim Facey, 1999) 
In hot areas, where most North African countries are located, the courtyard functions in 
three phases. During the first phase, the cool night air descends into the courtyard and 
fills the surrounding rooms. The building structure, and even furniture, are cooled at night 
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and remain so until late afternoon. In addition, the courtyard loses heat rapidly by 
radiation to the clear night sky (Moore, 1993, p.50). 
During the second phase, at midday, sun strikes the courtyard floor directly. Some of the 
cool air begins to rise and leaks out of the surrounding rooms. This induces convection 
currents that may afford further comfort. The courtyard now begins to act as a chimney 
during this time when the outside temperatures are highest. 
   
Ghdamas 
  
Tripoli 
Figure 4-29: The arcades that cover many streets in the old city of Tripoli and Ghdamas 
help give shade in summer and protection in winter. 
(Source: Fieldwork, 2010) 
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Arcades, projecting windows, and projecting rooms over narrow streets are typical 
features of the old city of Tripoli or the town of Ghdamas. Although the high heat storage 
capacity of thick walls reduces the impact of radiation, it is also necessary to minimise 
the exposure of exterior walls to radiation. One of the best solutions lies in planning high- 
density buildings so that they are able to shade one another (see Figure 4-29). Traditional 
houses have been built with heavy materials, which delay the transmission of daytime 
heat depending on the thickness of the walls, and have practically no windows, thus 
minimising the heat intake. The primary concern is to create shaded exterior living spaces. 
 
4.9.2 Ventilation: 
The basis of a significant portion of the contrast in passive and active design lies in the 
pedagogical relationship of the development of passive strategies from traditional 
prototypes and practices. Traditional architecture depends on passive design 
characteristics. 
Natural ventilation was one of the passive cooling strategies that traditional architecture 
employed to create comfortable indoor climate through evaporative cooling. Traditional 
houses are oriented with respect to prevailing wind. Blank facades are oriented to shield 
the outdoor living spaces from the hot winds while allowing adequate winter sunlight to 
penetrate the living zones. Wind movement and humidity also are important and should 
be considered simultaneously with the direct and indirect effects of the sun. Wind towers, 
barjeels, or badgers are the main natural ventilation features, and along with courtyard 
and air pullers, they formulate a complementary natural ventilation system for the house. 
 
In cooler seasons, when air movement is not required, dampers are easily shut and the 
wind catchers’ openings covered. A typical wind tower resembles a chimney, with one 
end in the ground floor and the other end rising from the roof. The upper part of the tower 
is divided into several vertical air passageways that germinate in openings in the sides of 
the tower. Barjeel design differs in the upper side, the cross-section of the air passages, 
the placement and number of the openings and the placement of the tower with respect to 
the structure it cools. Openings in the lower part of the barjeel open into the ground or 
first floor in the central hall or the family master room. The flow of air through different 
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parts of the building can be controlled by opening or closing the opening grilles upward 
and downward (Hinrichs, 1987, p.258). 
Natural ventilation reduces potential control of daytime interior temperature, which 
closely follows the outdoor fluctuations. As the low humidity allows an adequate sweat 
evaporation rate from the body, even in still air, the indoor air movement need not be 
great to ensure comfort. In the case of traditional settlements (see Figure 3-10), these 
problems are controlled in several ways such as: 
•The settlements are compact to minimise the infiltration of dust or dust-laden desert 
wind. 
•The building complex provides protection from wind hazards for public and private 
zones, such as mosques, shopping arcades, narrow streets and courtyards. 
•The living habits are adapted to cope with the hot wind problems. For instance, in 
providing minimum openings to reduce the daytime ventilation, people sleep outdoors on 
the rooftop or in the courtyard during cool evenings and nights. 
The important function of ventilation in Libyan houses lies in cooling the structure of the 
building when the indoor temperature is above the outdoor temperature. 
 
Riwag 
 
The riwag is usually located in front of the rooms on the ground floor. In some areas, 
such as Tripoli, it extends over two storeys in front of the upper floor rooms, forming an 
open passage with a roof supported on arches. The Riwag could be found one side, two 
sides or sometimes all around the courtyard of the house (Figure 4-30). 
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Figure 4-30: Riwag of courtyard house 
The porch was located in front of the rooms on the ground floor and in front of the 
upper floor 
Source: (William Facey, 1999) 
Colonnades (walkways) are mainly for reducing the direct sunlight to the rooms and so 
keep the room temperature down in the summer. They also facilitate movement between 
the different elements of the house and protect the house from the rain in winter (Jodi, 
1998). 
It was a strictly established rule of traditional house design that the first floor was planned 
so that every room was always directly accessible from the colonnade (Agab, 2002) 
(Figure 4-31). 
As the Riwaq fulfilled the role of linking the interior spaces of the house, it is an integral 
part of the aesthetic expression of the house. 
 
 
 
Figure 4-31: Colonnaded balcony around the central courtyard 
Source: (William Facey, 1999) 
The Entrance Hall 
 
The entrance hall is a rectangular or L-shaped lobby connecting the house with the road. 
Sometimes the entrances are offset, in order to screen the interior from the gaze of 
strangers when the main gate is open. This is in accordance with religion and traditions 
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of Islamic North African society (Agab, 2002). The entrance hall area was found on the 
ground floor and was dedicated to men, since women rarely had activities on the ground 
floor. It was considered a waiting place for visitors and a place for study (Ghaleb, 1988). 
In addition, the entrance hall used to be a place for merchants, and one of its most 
important functions was trade. On the other hand, it was used as a play area for children 
when the sun outside the house was too hot because it was the coolest part of the house. 
4.9.3 The exterior features of the houses 
The facades of the traditional houses of old are characterised by their wooden fixtures, 
doors, windows and Rowshan. 
A Rowshan or Mashrabiya is first recorded in use in El Basra, in Iraq, in the first century 
of El Hijra (Arabic era) and then spread to other North African towns (Jodi, 1998). The 
development of Rowshan or Mashrabiya in North Africa came from outside influences, 
which reflects the different cultural influences that affected each region (Figure 4-32 and 
Figure 4-33). During the Ottoman occupation of North Africa, architectural design and 
building technology were influenced by the activities of the Turkish garrisons. 
Intermarriage and the intermixing of cultures led to technology being transferred and the 
adoption of superior skills and materials and consequently an improved architecture in 
the North Africa region.  
   
Figure 4-32: A Rowshan or Mashrabiya window Gamal al 
Din al Dhahabi (1634) in Cairo 
Source Al Mermen, 2000 
Figure 4-33: A Rowshan or 
Mashrabiya in Tunisia 
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Part of a 17th-century mansion, the Mashrabiya screens on the upper level allowed 
women to watch activities in the grand hall. 
A Rowshan or Mashrabiya fulfilled two main functions: pierced wooden screens allowed 
cross-ventilation as well as privacy of family life from the outside. Oliver (1997) explains 
that the use of screen windows or balconies has been a noticeable feature of Islamic 
architecture in hot, humid climates. Screened balconies (Mashrabiya or Rowshan) 
performed essential functions such as giving privacy to occupants and linking the rooms 
by means of grilles. Over time, the Rowshan also became decorative and acquired 
popularity and prestige, especially in hot, dry places like Tripoli and Madina where they 
were common to vernacular buildings. 
From the general view, the functions of the window are to permit light to penetrate the 
interior in such quantity and distribution that they satisfy the specific function inside the 
room. In addition, it is used to provide a view of the exterior as well as ventilation. 
However, in the case of ventilation, the control of glare that results from the brightness 
of the exterior light, the provision of privacy, the control of sound transmission, dust, and 
houseflies contradict each other. For example, it is difficult to provide privacy as well as 
allowing the passage of air, and if one allows the passage of air it is rather difficult to 
control dust, houseflies and glare. Thus, the window design in such an environment is 
very critical.  
The traditional Arab designer found the answer to the majority of these challenges in the 
Mashrabiya, a wooden lattice screen. The design of the Mashrabiya can ensure privacy 
through the following stages: Firstly, when looking towards the Mashrabiya from outside, 
the solid areas will be bright, and gaps in between will be dark thus preventing a view of 
the interior; Secondly, spaces between the vertical and horizontal members vary from 
very finely spaced up to eye-level, and increase gradually towards the top of the window. 
 
4.10 Decoration 
Decorations are an imperative integration of residential, religious buildings and mosques. 
Decorations covered the wall’s surface area in a consequential way, therefore, reducing 
monotony and expressing to the spectators the feeling of cultural diversity. Decorations 
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were also used to state the wealth status and character of the owner. In North Africa, it is 
hard to find architectural legacies without decorations. Many craft arts such as pottery, 
carpentry, textiles, metals and plasterwork were found to portray decorations from North 
Africa. The decorations were portrayed in the palaces and houses in geometric forms such 
as triangles, octagons and stars, among others. Expressions, rhythms, balance points and 
proportions can be used to analyse the compositions of these decorations. This can be 
achieved by the help of a designer who metes out a geometrical pattern in an endeavour 
to give it some order, or as an operation of personal expression (Lang, 1994: 322). The 
order can either be simple or complex. A simple order entails the formation of bilateral 
symmetry, while a complex order entails spiral or helical forms. The North Africans used 
ordinary orders in their external elevations of their houses while maintaining extremely 
rich decorations in the interior of the houses, especially the sitting rooms and the 
courtyards. The North Africans used various geometrical designs in their houses; both 
externally and internally. The following dwells on the internal decorations of these 
houses: 
Carved Plasterwork: 
On the coasts and mountains of the North African regions, it was common to find lime 
and gypsum plaster, which was used to decorate the inside and outside of buildings, 
ceilings as well as walls. Nowadays, however, the use of lime-plaster has been deserted. 
On the other hand, gypsum plaster has continued to be used in Morocco, where it is the 
most striking attribute in the traditional architecture of the region. It is mostly seen above 
the windows of buildings. One such decoration is the Qamaris, which is made from 
coloured glass that is arranged to form a screen set in gypsum panes. The central 
highlands offer the earliest and best examples of the decorations, from Al Tawila to Sanaa 
(Oliver, 1997). Some of the oldest examples (usually wooden) are placed on the alabaster 
fanlights, which contain fractions of takhrim and represent double or multiple pierced 
models (Figure 4-34). 
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Figure 4-34: Example of gypsum plaster used internally in a reception room, in the 
Ghadames, Libya. Source: Fieldwork (2010). 
In Tripoli and Morocco, which are found in the Ghadames region of North Africa, 
gypsum plaster (Figure 4-35) was used internally for the decoration of reception and 
living rooms. Since the basic colour of rooms was white, gypsum plaster was used 
together with whitewash or stucco to offer a contrast and decorate the openings. Rich 
decorative outlines were used to display different sizes on the interior walls. 
 
Figure 4-35: Gypsum plaster as used interiorly in a reception room in Morocco, North 
Africa (Source: Fieldwork, 2010). 
Wood Decoration 
Wood in North African houses is used for decorating the doors, windows, and ceilings, 
and is adorned with subtle geometric designs (Figure 4-36 and Figure 4-37). There is also 
the Rowshan or Mashrabyyah, a highly complex and adorned ventilation system, 
crowning the facades of some ancient North African houses. 
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Figure 4-36: Decoration of a wooden door and window in colour, Ghadames 
(Source: Fieldwork, 2010) 
 
 
Figure 4-37: Decoration of a wooden door and window; a traditional house 
Source: Municipality of Tripoli 
  
Figure 4-38: Zellige in Tripoli 
Pre-colonial Architecture Forms in Libya        Chapter Four  
129 
   
Figure 4-39: Colour adornments on walls, of North African houses in Ghadames 
Gypsum plaster used to adorn the inside of a reception room in Morocco, North Africa. 
Source: Fieldwork (2010). 
 
4.11 North African traditional house forms 
 
4.11.1 Kasbah’s courtyard house in Algiers 
In Algiers, there were a number of variations from region to region in house construction, 
typically in response to the local climate and terrain (Daza, 1998). Despite those regional 
differences, many of the principles discussed earlier are in evidence, despite variations 
arising from local building resources and traditions. Two-storey houses, for example, 
were a feature of the Kasbah area; this courtyard is a modest house found in the Kasbah 
of Algiers and presents several exceptional characteristics (Golvic, 1988). A three-floored 
structure constitutes the basic house, arranged around a courtyard or wast ed-dar, square 
in shape. Individual rooms take a long and shallow shape and occupy an entire side of the 
square court. Three arched galleries surround the four sides of the courtyard (Figure 
4-40), offering a sheltered circulation and a midway space between the rooms and the 
open courtyard space. 
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Figure 4-40: A modest courtyard house situated in Kasbah, Algiers 
(Source: Galvin, 1998) 
 
A ground floor, as well as two storeys, defines the Medina courtyard houses of Algiers. 
A sqifa, a small space, bent and serving as a buffer zone between the alleyway (driba) 
and the semi-public spaces, is used to access the courtyard and the clandestine space of 
the house, wast ed-dar. Irregular-shaped corners are used as reservations for toilets, 
kitchens, storage and stairs, which are regarded as secondary spaces. The kitchen will 
always be found in the first floor. This shows how the local residents prefer proximity to 
the roof’s terrace where diverse activities such as preparation of couscous (a North 
African traditional dish) and laundry take place.  
 
4.11.2 Medina of Tunis 
From the 16th to the 19th century, the spatial attributes of the conventional Tunisian 
courtyard stayed unchanged (Revault, 1967). Long and narrow rectangular bayts or rooms 
surround the courtyard. The length of these rooms is dictated by the courtyard’s 
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dimensions, which range from six to 10 metres, while their depth seldom goes over three 
metres. This may be due to limitations exhibited by the length of the beams. 
 
Figure 4-41: T-shaped house in a courtyard house in Tunis 
(Source: Galvin, 1998) 
The long and narrow parts defining the rooms are balanced in place by the ingenious T-
shape. The Kbu (the room’s central area) opens to the courtyard and offers a balance to 
the two tangential sitting bays (see Figure 4-41). An autonomous spatial unit is assigned 
into each room, which has a multipurpose use and also has its own doorway and courtyard 
facade. 
Therefore, from the above description, the Medina of Tunis traditional houses are quite 
similar to Tripoli traditional houses. 
Fez in Morocco 
Traditional houses in Morocco made use of courtyards in much the same way as in Libya, 
and both had single courtyards serving similar purposes. The majority of traditional 
houses in Fez have more than two storeys – tower houses – which are square in shape, in 
addition to one or multiple entertainment rooms at the top. 
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Figure 4-42: Fez’s courtyard house in Morocco 
(Source: Galvin, 1998) 
The typology of Fez’s courtyard house has remained unchanged from the 14th century 
up to the 19th century, according to Revault’s studies. Organisational principles of Fez 
courtyard houses have also remained the same whether for expansive palaces or modest 
courtyard houses. Wealth levels between occupants and owners of courtyard houses are 
differentiated by the size and decoration levels. The verticality and deep courtyards define 
Fez’s courtyard houses, with the majority of these houses constructed on rectangular-
shaped schemes, having a width-to-height ratio ranging from 1.5 to 2. Two-thirds of the 
houses surveyed by Revault were found to have rooms categorised along the longitudinal 
axis, which recurrently offered a north-south orientation. These houses are constructed in 
such a way that the principal rooms face each other, having large double-winged portals. 
The stairways are strategically positioned in such a way that they are not exposed to the 
patio. One staircase only is allowed to lead to the roof’s terrace, whereby in the case of 
wealthy households, the terrace may have a bhu (an extra room) which can serve as a 
living and a sitting area during the summer. Adjacent houses form one large house when 
occasionally joined. On such an occasion, one of the houses is converted to a family’s 
private domain. Masriyas or dwiriyas are independent residential units, which can be 
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found in some large houses, specially designed for married sons or guests (Figure 4-42). 
These houses are usually three-storeyed buildings having intermediate levels, with a 
courtyard ranging from 9 to 18 metres in height, but averaging a height of 11.5 metres. 
Courtyard walls ranging from 6 to 10 metres in length are common in Fez. The ancient 
houses go back to the 14th or 15th century, during the Merinid period, and show either 
two layers of columns disrupted by the gallery in the first floor around the courtyard, or 
columns that are continuous up to the projecting roof. Beautiful patterns adorn the floor 
and tiling of the walls (known locally as Zellige), and the complexity of wood carvings 
and stucco. As earlier mentioned, the typology of Fez’s courtyard houses had remained 
unchanged until the mid-19th century, when there emerged from the periphery of the 
medina new quarters of the aristocratic class. These new quarters have made it possible 
to witness the introduction of variations in typology in the courtyard houses of wealthy 
families. This is because larger plots are used to construct the houses, which are built 
around a garden instead of the usual courtyard with variations according to the three 
scenarios between the garden and the house. The courtyard house in the medina of Fez, 
unlike Tunis’ and Algiers’ medinas, has survived till today, and one can find large 
residential quarters being lived in today. It still portrays entire areas of courtyard houses, 
which are modest, as well as fine examples of large courtyard houses, which represent 
the wealthy families. Jacques Revault presents a thorough analysis regarding Fez’s 
courtyard houses in Palais et Demeures de Fes. As earlier mentioned, traditional houses 
in Tripoli have one or two storeys. The first floor houses the family living area, as well 
as the kitchen. On the other hand, the facades of Morocco, Algiers and Tunis traditional 
houses are adorned with rich patterns; while Tripoli’s traditional house facade is adorned 
with woodwork such as Mashrabyyah, or Rowshan on doors and windows, as well as 
stonework such as arches. It is, therefore, right to deduce from the above description that 
traditional houses in Tripoli resemble those in Tunis, Morocco and Algiers.  
 
4.11.3 Cairo in Egypt 
A basic element in the design of plan houses in Cairo in the 17th and 18th century was 
the central court (Tawfiq, 1970). “Salamlik” (the ground floor), harbours the men’s 
reception hall, bathroom, kitchen and servant’s quarters. The Cairo design plan had two 
Jwans in the principal reception hall, one side of which opened into a portico. During 
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winter, the reception hall served male guests while during summer nights the portico was 
used. On one end of the reception hall and leading to the reception of female guests, is a 
small room referred to as the “Khizannah.” Bathrooms, living/sleeping rooms and the 
female reception hall are housed in the “Haramlik”, the upper floor. These rooms function 
as multi-purpose rooms since they are used as living rooms during the daytime and 
sleeping rooms at night. Normally, the second floor houses the roof garden, as well as the 
living rooms. Mashrabyyahs characterise the upper floor containing the family rooms, 
which overlook the central court, as well as the principal reception hall on the ground 
floor. Greater emphasis is given to the interior than to the exterior elevations, whereby a 
lot of decorations are used on the principal reception hall as a way to reflect the social 
status of the family. Based on the above description, one can clearly see that elements 
correspond between traditional houses in Tripoli and Cairo traditional houses; that there 
is a correspondence between Cairo’s roof garden and Tripoli’s Kharijah roof terrace. 
There is a correlation between the Rowshan in traditional houses in Tripoli and the 
Mashrabyyahs on the outer windows in Cairo. Another relationship between the two is 
the concept of privacy and separation between female and male which is prevalent in 
Tripoli’s and Cairo’s traditional plan houses.  
4.11.4 M’zab in South Algeria 
Four different areas define this traditional house in M’zab; entry floor and ground, roof 
terraces, upper floor, and basement. Traditional houses had many of the features that are 
found in M’zab in South Algeria and Ghadames in South Libya. However, usually these 
had an additional storey and it was not uncommon for houses to expand by building 
additional rooms inside the perimeter of a courtyard wall to satisfy the needs of a growing 
family. Windows on the upper level were also a common feature. Given the proximity of 
M’zab to Ghadames and its similar Saharan location, it is not surprising that similar 
responses were made to deal with the local conditions. The principal spaces in the 
M’zabite house are contained in the ground floor: the central room, the entry, kitchen, 
living room, and multi-purpose rooms. Family interactions, weddings, festival activities 
and children’s play take place in the central courtyard. The central courtyard is also used 
for other purposes such as cooking, eating, sleeping, weaving, sitting, meeting and 
children’s play. Family activities and reception of female guests take place in the family 
living room, which is also used for other family activities such as praying, sleeping, 
weaving, eating and sitting. Other activities take place in the multi-purpose rooms such 
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as sleeping by children and parents, as well as being used for animals and storage. 
Bedrooms, storage rooms, male guest rooms and others are contained in the upper floor. 
Covered stairs are used to access this upper floor. The floor is also connected to a 
neighbour’s house by an opening in the wall; the room is also used for circulation and 
women’s activities. There are many spaces contained in the roof terraces which are 
divided by partitions for use by the family during summer. The rooms are easily 
accessible by use of open stairs. There are other family spaces contained in underground 
floor spaces which are used during the day in summer for activities such as sitting and 
sleeping. Figure 4-43 shows the activities in summer and winter that are held on the four 
levels of the M’zab home. 
 
There were many similarities between the Ghadames traditional houses and M’zab 
traditional houses. As Greenlaw also pointed out, the influence of Gradates architecture 
is quite clear in the house design; for example, Rowshans were used. In addition, the 
stairway was located at the far end of the house. The side entrance for guests on the 
ground floor used to lead directly to the upper floor, which was used by family members 
as the main entrance. The living quarters were on the upper levels and the public reception 
area on the ground floor. 
Pre-colonial Architecture Forms in Libya        Chapter Four  
136 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
The traditional house in 
M’zab 
Section B-B 
Figure 4-43: The traditional house in M’zab (Square plan house) 
Source: Didillon (1977, pp.193-195). 
 
Key: 
A - Bent entrance   
B - Family living room 
C - Kitchen  
D - Male activity room  
E - Chamber   
F - Porch   
I - Basement (cave)   
J - Animal space 
K - Storage  
L - Central room  
M - Utility room   
H - Toilet   
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4.12 Comparison between the traditional North African houses of 
the five cities 
In terms of privacy and the utilisation of Mushrabiyyah, surface decoration, turned lattice 
windows, furniture, and the neighbourhood pattern, the five houses reveal many 
outstanding features. There are, however, some differences, which can be expressed as: 
a. Presence of a wind catcher on the roofs of Cairo houses but the absence of such on 
Algiers, Libya and Tunis houses. 
b. Houses in Cairo, Algiers, Libya and Tunis were constructed around a courtyard, while 
houses in the Ghadames rarely had courtyards. In the three cities, there are formal 
characteristics that are prevailing regarding the courtyard, with geometric structures and 
inventive adaptation to the unbalanced contours of the plot. Analysing the constructions 
symbolically, the evenly and totally balanced appearance of the courtyard can be 
construed to mean the timeless gravitational centre of the house, while the periphery 
represents the given pressures and other circumstances of the earthly environment 
(Bianca, p.82). There is an expansive similarity between the traditional house of Libya, 
 
Figure 4-44: Section through 
superimposed courtyard showing air 
movement 
Source: (Didillon, 1977, pp.193-195).   
 
Figure 4-45: Daily usage of M’zabite home 
during winter and summer seasons 
Source: (Didillon, 1977, pp.193-195).   
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Tripoli and that of Tunis, Algiers, as well as all cities found on the sea coast of the 
Mediterranean. This house was built between the 16th and 20th centuries, and its 
architecture appears to follow the terms of planning and design according to a 
comprehensive survey conducted by Sibley (2004). How the dar is planned varies, but its 
unique characteristics remain unchanged. The general organisation of the house, as well 
as the hierarchy of its spaces, appears similar to the others. How the house relates to the 
outside world takes a similar logic in the sense that, there is a bent entrance, followed by 
a buffer zone, which is created by a post-colonial space. It has a deep courtyard with the 
stairs and services situated in the corners of the house. Most decorations are found in the 
reception room, which is normally situated near the entrance of the house. There is a clear 
variation of the size and character of the courtyard and houses in the three cities. The 
most intrinsically decorated courtyard houses are Fez’s, which has varying patterns in the 
floor and wall tiling, as well as application of wood carvings and stucco. Courtyards in 
Fez and Tunis have locally-produced ceramic tiles, where they could be used in the 
decorations.  
Generally, traditional courtyard houses of the old city of Tripoli are very similar to houses 
of other Islamic Madina. In the past, historical housing in the Islamic Madina was valued 
for the quality of its space, the wealth of ornamentation of the interior space, and its 
integration with the bio-climatic environment and with the local social structures. 
Generally, traditional houses open into a courtyard; they are large, two-storey houses and 
they include six or more rooms. Each house is occupied by a large family. Generally a 
traditional family in the old city includes the head of the family and his wife, their 
unmarried or married sons and their old parents and one or two old relatives staying or 
visiting for a time. The house is a luxurious dwelling which includes a group of buildings 
arranged around two or three courtyards that assist in communication with each other 
(LeTourneau, 1961). 
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4.13 Conclusion 
The inhabitants of the old city of Tripoli were able to adapt themselves to the harsh 
environment of a very hot, humid climate, and a scarcity of water and of other facilities. 
They built a homogeneous environment. 
The narrow streets and the traditional houses are the main feature of the old city of Tripoli. 
The houses were designed with full consideration for the social and climatic 
requirements; buildings were constructed apart from each other and provided with large 
openings in the facades, to allow free movement of air, both through and around the 
buildings, whilst maintaining the desired level of privacy. 
 
Traditional houses in Libya and other North Africa states: this chapter has sought to 
characterise an overview of what is meant by traditional houses in Libya. Such houses 
very much reflect the environment and climate of the area, as well as the living style of 
the people that lived there. It has also considered the very particular influence that Islam 
has exercised on lifestyle. As such, consideration of traditional houses in Libya and 
factors influencing their construction would be incomplete without looking at traditional 
houses in other parts of the North Africa area. In so doing, it is possible to see what 
features of traditional houses in Libya are shared ones and which are unique to Libya. 
The similarity of geographical location as well as the common Islamic heritage of the 
people in the North Africa states should further help to validate the comparison, although 
climatic differences within the area, as will be seen, also affected modern design.  
The next chapter looks at change in the built environment of Tripoli during the colonial 
and post-colonial era, with particular reference to urbanisation and housing. It considers 
examples of housing design in the Fascist era, showing how they reflect the evolution of 
the modern house in Libya. 
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   Chapter 5:  Colonial Architecture Forms in Libya 
 
Colonial architecture in Libya  Chapter five  
 
5.1 Modern and Colonial Architecture 
Architecture as an art is more than satisfying the purely functional requirements of a 
building programme with regard to the mind behind the composition (Avery, 2003). It 
can be termed as the art or practice of scheming and building structures and in particular; 
habitable ones. 
“And indeed, most people judge architecture by its external appearance, just as books on 
the topic are usually illustrated.” (Rasmussen, 1964, p.9) 
Modernism has generated various reactions regarding the preservation and the crossover 
with neomodernism. Modernism can be termed to refer to the radical shift in the aesthetic 
and cultural sensibilities, notably in art and literature, prior to World War I (Scully and 
Levine, 2003). The aspect and style of modern architecture did not just spring into being. 
It gradually grew into a new architecture with a firm basis in scientific concepts; this was 
crucial to satisfy both practical needs and aspirations of the individuals (Wagner, 1988). 
Modern architecture has its unique characteristic on the fact of simplification of the form 
and creation of the ornaments emanating from the structure and theme of the building at 
hand. Modern architecture can be termed to have found considerable establishment in the 
20th century (Avery, 2003). This was made possible with the architectural designs 
employing rapid technology and changes in the contemporary society (Ford, 1996; Avery, 
2003). The modern architecture is the basis behind the establishment of architectural 
designs in the 21st century that have dominated the corporate and institutional 
architectural building styles. 
Colonial architecture finds its entity in the developments that occurred in the colonial era 
(Cousins, 1912). The uniqueness of the colonial architecture can be attributed to the 
various protectorates that were found in regions all over the world. According to 
life123.com (2012), Dutch colonial architecture is unique but also extremely similar to 
the original colonial homes that were built in the New England states (Life123.com, 
2012). The methods and styles of building employed can be termed to hail from the 
original home of immigrants in the region. According to Week (2011), architects are 
trained individuals who operate in the medium of dissociation and thereby they cannot be 
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separated from their innovation. Therefore, the styles employed by various colonies, 
accurately find an association with them even on literary grounds. 
The artistic nature of architects became crucial in coming up with styles and fashions that 
demonstrated their rich cultural aspects (Scriver and Prskash, 2007). The aesthetic 
meaning regarding the physical and emotional effects generated by the concepts of the 
architecture can be termed to generate theories behind the architecture of the modern 
movement (Puri, 1987). 
Architecture is not a concept that can be said to be temporary, but rather it is a long-
lasting one (Week, 2011). This fact calls for architects to be cautious in their 
undertakings, calling for intelligent responses to upcoming strategies in the 
neomodernism and aspects pertaining to culture and crossovers with modernism. 
 
Looking at Indian architecture, it has persisted with learning and grown considerably to 
influence the modern world (Pallasmaa, 1988). The influence can be attributed to the 
increased desire of learners to understand the contextual aspects behind the magnificent 
and sufficient architectural designs. 
Lastly, looking at the themes that have been associated with modern and colonial 
architectures, the following is crucial: Designers and architects have been able to come 
up with new art that can be associated with rich and integrated cultural values. This has 
led to futurism and constructivism in various parts of the globe in favour of the desire for 
a new and unique aesthetic nature. 
 
5.2 Colonial Period Neoclassical 1910–1950s 
Modern urbanisation was introduced to Libya during the Italian colonisation (1911- 
1943). At that time, Italy planned to develop Libya as one part of its Empire by 
modernising and developing new agricultural centres. This new development by Italian 
settlers followed the European style. They spread their influence throughout the country 
and thus, they started to extend and modernise the large cities. These improvements were 
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preserved for Italian citizens, especially in the city of Tripoli as it was the capital of the 
colony (Attir, 1983). 
Gabriele D'Annunzio, the foremost poet of Italian nationalism, wrote in his Canzoni 
d'Oltremare about the Libyan campaign: "Libya makes the Italy of three seas into the 
great fatherland of four shores." (MGiuffre, 2006). 
But the dream of a "fourth shore" would not die. After establishing economic and 
financial ties in Libya in the early 1900s, Italy decided to invade. The control of Libya 
would allow Italy to start playing a central role in the Mediterranean. During the Italian 
occupation (1911–1943), the city witnessed rapid growth which introduced a new phase 
of urbanisation in Libya. The origins of town planning in Libya date from the colonial 
period. Towns had no master plans of any kind before the Italian occupation. 
The Turkish administration left the built up areas of the towns to expand without any 
proper planning. Four Italian Master Plans were prepared for Tripoli, Benghazi, Derna 
and Misurata. For the first time, modern European planning ideas were applied in the 
country, such as the creation of citta giardina or the garden city. The major towns began 
to witness a new era of modern Italian urbanisation, which has had a profound effect upon 
their morphology (Kezeiri, 1984). Most of the coastal towns developed, but on a smaller 
scale than Tripoli and Benghazi. A large number of settlements which are today small 
towns developed as part of the rural development programmes initiated by the Italians. 
The Italian invasion and the establishment of colonial rule resulted in the dominance, 
both spatially and visually, of colonial-style townscapes. The new urban developments 
undertaken by the Italians represented the first modern departure from the traditional 
urban fabric of the Arab world. Early European towns were characterised by a particular 
layout: a grid with streets crossing each other at right angles and at roughly equal 
intervals. Each town had a central square, a town hall, church and pavements lined with 
carefully pruned trees (Kezeiri, 1984). In addition, there were a large number of barrack 
complexes, grain silos and railways, and new residential quarters were added, 
characterised by villas set in walled gardens. The Italians also improved the water 
supplies and sewerage systems in the main towns. 
One of the elements of modernisation is modern settlement patterns and its spread and 
replacement of the traditional culture. The traditional home environment was compatible 
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with the climate. Social and religious structures and their spaces had to be multi-purpose, 
as was explained in the previous chapter. 
The colonial city was a result of domination and military rule (Ben-Swessi, 1996). 
Consequently, the design and function of the colonial city had to meet the criteria of the 
colonial power and culture. Kshedan (1984) argued that the colonial cities are the product 
of colonial experience created by military powers. The colonial cities founded in the 
twentieth and twentieth centuries in south-east Asia and Africa contained enough similar 
characteristics. 
 
Libya was developed and modernised in the European way to make the life of the Italian 
colonists easier. The Italian government took the best land for the new Italian farmers. 
The indigenous Libyans lived in huts, tents, and caves which lacked even the simplest of 
conveniences. Italy neglected the adverse situation of the indigenous people completely 
and focused on developing new buildings for Italian immigrant families (Almaukkal 
1976). The new European extensions to the cities separated the Islamic and the European 
city. These extensions ignored the richness of the original architecture of Libya (Daza, 
l982). Towards the end of World War II in 1943, most of the Libyan cities were in ruins 
(Attir, 1983). Many of the Libyan city-dwellers were unable to afford new houses, and 
most of them fled to the rural areas or to neighbouring countries, resulting in 70 per cent 
of the population living in rural areas (Attir, 1983). 
5.3 Residential Districts 
5.3.1 Relationship of 'neighbourhoods' 
The colonial area of the city consists of many 'neighbourhoods' (Figure 5-1). All the 
colonial neighbourhoods, except those in the unplanned areas, have a uniform appearance 
from the planning point of view. The only boundaries between neighbourhoods are major 
roads. Physically, each neighbourhood is well connected with the others, a matter which 
makes it hard to distinguish between the two neighbourhoods except by looking at the 
road and street signs where the name of the neighbourhood is written. 
The lack of a hierarchical order of open spaces and streets in the contemporary 
neighbourhoods affects the relationship between people and their community. This 
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relationship is not well developed, as once a man has left his dwelling he is transplanted 
to the city without the intermediate hierarchy of spaces. 
In fact, the relationships and social ties among the residents started to weaken with the 
demolition of the city walls. Nowadays people depend almost entirely on cars for their 
movement within the city. Also, the planning of each neighbourhood enhances the 
weakness of the relationship between the residents; each neighbourhood has its own 
essential services so it is seldom that residents of two neighbourhoods can see each other. 
The gap between the traditional neighbourhoods with their hierarchical open spaces, 
streets and living environment, and the contemporary neighbourhoods widens every day. 
 
 
Figure 5-1: The colonial Italian city area 
Source: Tripoli Urban Planning 
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5.3.2 The spatial organisation of the colonial area 
 
The urban structure of the colonial Italian city completely changed from an organic 
pattern to a pattern of geometrical shapes in a short period of time. The overall pattern of 
the colonial areas is affected by the concept of the master plans which are based on 
western models of development. 
 
The urban tissue of the colonial area underwent great changes as intensive street- and 
road-building programmes took place in all parts of the city. Most of the existing streets 
were widened to accommodate the heavy traffic loads generated by the mixed urban land 
use of this part of the city. Also, new streets were constructed, such as ‘Al Amokter’ and 
‘Al fath’. In addition, new flyovers were erected in different parts of the city. The primary 
aim of this network is to provide easy access and to connect the various areas of the city. 
The Tripoli master plan also determined areas for villas which were limited to two storeys 
and low density areas (courtyard houses) that were extensions of Hay Belkayer and El- 
shra algrby from the Ottoman second period. Moreover, light industry and market areas 
were defined at Suk Al-Tulta Al-Kadeem in Tripoli, more garden areas were located in 
the Tripoli master plan, and a corniche road (seashore road) was constructed. In this same 
period, the eastern, south-western and Tripoli Old City walls were demolished and 
replaced by a road around the old city, which made a clear separation between the old 
city and the new city. 
 
5.3.2.1 The layout of the planned areas 
The basic urban structure of the colonial planned areas is alike; looking at the aerial 
photograph of the city in 1941, one can see the closeness and similarity of the urban 
anatomies. The grid-iron street pattern, buildings standing in the middle of the plots, the 
square and rectangular shapes of flat-roofed buildings, etc., all combine to give the 
colonial areas a distinctive urban form, which contrasts with that of the traditional areas. 
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Sample areas have been selected – sample area no. 3 (from Sarem district) and sample 
area no. 4 (from Bn Ashor district) to illustrate the urban form of the new quarters. 
The basic layout is a square or rectangular grid. This simplifies expansion and the 
provision of the infrastructure services to all areas. 
The roads are straight and wide; requirements imposed by the great demands of the 
automobile. The street patterns are regular and hardly distinguishable from one another.  
The planning of the new quarters is based on the Italian concept of real estate speculation. 
Each quarter is subdivided into small blocks, each with an average size of 50 x 50m, or 
larger blocks of 50 x 200m, surrounded by streets. Each block is subdivided into smaller 
lots, with an average size of 25 x 25m. This division is based on a grid pattern (Figure 
5-2). 
It has been noticed that there is no significant change between Sarem district (Figure 5-3) 
and Bn Ashor quarters apart from the size of the block division. The Sarem district 
quarter, developed recently, has a division of approximately 50 x 200m blocks, which 
minimises the number of intersections and improves the quality of the traffic. Bn Ashor 
quarter, developed in the first half of the 1930s, has a smaller block division. 
 
Figure 5-2: Site plan of the Sarem district (Source: Ministry of Housing documents) 
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Source: Fieldwork (2010) 
 
Figure 5-3: Views of different streets in Sarem district 
Source: Fieldwork (2010) 
5.3.2.2 Open spaces 
Most of the areas which developed during the colonial building lack open spaces as well 
as public green areas. The streets are the only spaces which can be considered as open 
spaces. Nevertheless, by the end of the 1930s, the municipality of Tripoli realised the 
importance of providing a number of parks and open spaces, created in the colonial 
period, such as Municipal Park which is located west of the central business area. See 
Figure 5-4; this public park is the largest open space built during this period. In this park, 
many trees were planted along pedestrian paths and rest areas were used as entertaining 
areas for the Italian people in non-working hours and holidays.  
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Figure 5-4: Municipal Park 
Source: Municipality of Tripoli 
 
Two important squares in the colonial city are worth mentioning. Piazza Della Cattedrale 
(now Al-Algeria square) is, in fact, not as large as other plazas in the city, but is one of 
the important open spaces in terms of its location, relationship with other architecture and 
urban planning elements. Indeed this open space is one of the strong reference points 
within the city as a whole. It is located in one of the major streets, Via Vittorio Emanuele 
(now Em-Hamed El-Megarief Street), which connects the colonial city with the 
traditional city through Green Square. 
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Figure 5-5: Open spaces in Tripoli 
Source: Municipality of Tripoli 
It is worth mentioning here that the total area of open spaces reserved for gardens in 
Tripoli was 20 ha in 1950 (see Figure 5-5) and consequently, many gardens and parks 
have been established in the city; unfortunately, most of these facilities are difficult to 
reach, even if in the neighbourhood, except by car. The open spaces in the contemporary 
areas do not provide the same function as those in the traditional areas which were 
designed to fulfil social needs and to encourage social interaction among the residents. 
5.3.3 Physical Changes 
In January 1912, only four months after the Italian invasion of Libya, a new master plan 
designed by the engineer Luigi Luiggi was the chief of the Civil Corps of Engineers, and 
proposed a series of interventions focused on the reorganisation of Tripoli, the capital city 
of the colony, solving the problem of communication with Italy and the internal 
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requirements of reorganisation. One essential principle of his plan was to place the old 
and new cities side by side, intervening with large-scale demolition inside the old 
structures, and "imitating in this way what the French already did to Tunis." The old city 
of Tripoli was to remain separate from the new city (Figure 5-6). This master plan was 
based upon modern principles of urban planning. The approach to structuring the colonial 
expansion of Tripoli was to create a new city for the metropolitan populations to the 
south-east of the old city. 
1914 
Figure 5-6: The Tripoli master plan drawn up by the engineer Luigi Luiggi in 1912 
provided and approved by the Italian Government in 1936 
Source: Municipality of Tripoli 
During the governorship of Marshal Pietro Badoglio from 1929 to 1933, a new master 
plan for Tripoli was prepared The concept of this master plan, which was completed in 
1933, was to provide for the city to approximately double its current size of 80,000 
inhabitants and covering a total of 3000 hectares, while maintaining the basic principles 
of the original plan of 1912 (De Rege, 1934), which called for a radial patterning for the 
main thoroughfares of the new city (Figure 5.15). Arguably, the radial plan was chosen 
over the grid-iron, as allowing greater variety of space flexibility for adaptation. Some 
streets were added to this radial system in order to provide connection within the existing 
streets network and divide the city into separate districts. It is worth noting that this 
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planning approach was not unique to the Italian context, as it bears a striking resemblance 
to that prepared  
 
Figure 5-7: Now Green Square 
Figure 5-8: Piazza Italia 
 
Figure 5-9: Piazza Italia Castle 
 
Moreover, the plan overlaid the first expansions outside the walls of the old city, thus the 
square close to the castle, called Piazza del Pane was renamed "Piazza Italia" (Figure 5-8 
and Figure 5-9) and became the heart of the new distributive system. This square was the 
centre of a scheme of radial streets which opened like a fan in the south-west; it was 
limited by the Lido and in the east by the seafront boulevard, which followed the direction 
of the old Turkish carven route. The residential quarters and the industrial quarter were 
placed between these streets, in accordance with rigid zoning guidelines. 
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During this period, traditional houses and settlements were left to die and their inhabitants 
lacked the political and economic power to save them. For example, most of the wall of 
the old city of Tripoli was demolished and a new one constructed for military purposes. 
Within the new wall, the old Tripoli became a small neighbourhood of a large European-
style city (Essayed, 1982). The colonialists tried to make Libya an ‘Italian country’ and 
planned to settle 100,000 colonialists by 1942 and half a million by 1960, to 
counterbalance the native population (Wright, 1982). 
 
1942seafront 1965 
 
Figure 5-10: Tripoli, the Promenade at the Seaside (G. Volpi in 1935) 
Source: Fieldwork (2010) 
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A palace side view (above left), the central building (above and right), central perspective 
(above). Some of the various plans 
 
 
Site plan View towards the square 
Figure 5-11: Competition for the Redevelopment of Algeria Square 
Source: Municipality of Tripoli 
  
Figure 5-12: Cathedral Built in Neo-
Romanesque style in 1928 in Tripoli; in 
1970, the cathedral was converted into a 
mosque 
Figure 5-13: The Cathedral Square today 
(Algeria Square) 
Source: Fieldwork (2010) 
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Moreover, with the beginning of fascism in 1922, the realisation of the plan was followed 
with new vigour. The large construction sites for the most important buildings were 
opened, including the residence of the Governo (arch. Meraviglia-Mantegazza, 1924), the 
Neo-Romanesque Cathedral (eng. Monricdli and arch. Panrcrl, 1923), the seafront 
promenade (arch. Brasini, 24) (Figure 5-10), the war memorial (Brasini, 1923) and the 
Blarbaresque Castel (Brasrni, 1923). In 1931, architects Alberto Alpago Novello, Ottaviu 
Cabiata and Cuiclt Ferraza, founders of the Milanese ‘Club Degli Urbanisti’ (Club of the 
Town Planners), and authors of the new plan, decorated by the Milanese architects, 
proposed in fact an enlarging of the city based on a radial system around the medina, 
adopting the 1912 design and moreover increasing the radial system with concentric 
avenues, between which new areas for expansion were situated. 
 
In 1934, more changes and modifications were made to it, with the city being divided in 
four land use areas: traditional houses, multi-storey buildings, villas, and light industry 
(Tripoli Municipality, 1972). Areas were planned to separate natives and Italians, and 
they were divided into districts with high, medium and low residential density. Up to this 
point the architectural realisations of the plan had been sporadic and rather chequered. 
The nodal urban situations caused by the radial system, too, were not yet solved. 
Furthermore, the built structures displayed a wide variety of styles, which reflected on 
the one hand the confused stylistic situation of the homeland and on the other hand 
connotations of magic, adventure and mystery which the word colonial still evoked. Neo-
Romanesque buildings, such as the Cathedral and the Church of the Madonna delle 
Grazic, were placed side by side with buildings with more or less evident arabzsance 
influences. For example Armando Brasini designed such buildings, which started a trend 
of villas being designed in the same style. It was only with the reorganisation of the 
Cathedral Square (today Algeria Square) (see Figure 5-14) that the government requested 
and specified for the first time town-planning and architectural guideline. 
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Figure 5-14 Many Moorish Revival buildings are to be found, especially in the Tripoli 
Source: Municipality of Tripoli 
There have been several attempts to use elements from traditional architecture in the 
design of modern buildings in Libya. A mixture of borrowed styles has been used: 
Modern, Indian, Islamic, Arabian and other styles have been used according to the desires 
and preferences of owners and clients. Overall, Brasini, who had begun his career as a 
decorator, turned Tripoli’s major edifices into a historicist’s style sheet, drawing on the 
neoclassical as well as various Italian regional styles. 
Other architects participated too. For instance, the Milanese architect Mantegazza 
designed the imposing new governor’s residence in a Sicilian-Moorish hybrid style. In 
other words, Volpi’s period demonstrated a culmination of all the haphazard, 
uncoordinated grand architectural investments that were completely indifferent to the 
non-Italian-ness of their environment, and which various architects later derided as 
uninventive to the point of parody (Fuller, 2007). 
  
Banca d’Italia (Bank of Italy), 
Tripoli, 1921–1928, designed 
by Meraviglia; demolished in 
1997 
Governor’s Palace, Tripoli, 
1924–1929, designed by Accolti 
Gil 
Grand Hotel, Tripoli, 1924; 
demolished in 1981 
Miramare Theatre, 1921–1928; 
demolished 1955 
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Figure 5-15: The building uses colonial architectural symbols to express local 
architecture in a contemporary commercial building 
Source: Municipality of Tripoli 
  
 
 
Church of Dahra, built 1935 View of the Hotel Rumia in Yifran, built 
1934 
 
View of the Hotel Mehari in Tripoli, built 
1935, demolished 1991 
Uaddan Hotel and Casino in Tripoli, circa 
1935 by di Fausto 
  
Market of Rachid’s Street, built 1935 The Hotel Ain el-Fras in Ghadames, circa 
1935 
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It was the beginning of the disappearance of the continuity of vernacular architecture. 
Prior to colonisation, the city had acted as a mirror reflecting the image of the culture of 
the Libyan local society. However, in this era the new development was a mirror for 
reflecting the Italian people's image and culture. Ben Sewssi (1996) argued that the 
separation that took place in the built environment of Tripoli city was highlighted by the 
separation between the Libyan and Italian people, and caused a cultural conflict between 
these two societies. Problems arose from this conflict such as economic divisions, 
exploitation, social polarisation, political persecution and spatial separation. 
 
During Italian colonisation (1911–1943), the Italians made many attempts to influence 
Libyan society’s socio-cultural infrastructure, with the intention of demonstrating their 
power locally and internationally. They were dominant in every way possible, including 
in architectural style and urban development. They completely rejected local socio-
cultural values. Haasan (1982) states: 
While the Italians occupied the country, the indigenous population and their 
physical habitat and environment were considered either primitive or alien to 
the new ‘superior culture’, which had assumed sole domination of the country. 
The Libyan people suffered greatly from this policy in which the local socio-
cultural customs were dismissed to open the way for domination by what was 
called the ‘superior Culture’ of Italy, particularly in the fields of education, 
economy, politics and architecture. This attitude had to be adopted by all 
architects who worked in Libya during this period. 
 
The colonial area of the city has experienced a remarkable physical transformation. New 
building types have replaced many of the shacks and mud houses that were formerly 
found on the outskirts of the old town. As mentioned earlier, the southern section of the 
city still contains many slum areas of low-rank housing. However, the new road networks 
have helped to clear away some of these areas, especially in the southern part of the city. 
 
It should be noted that the construction of Italian-style buildings in the colonies began 
before Italy’s fascist regime came to power. However, during the fascist period, these 
buildings were given special promotional value; they were regarded as symbols of Italy’s 
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magnificent ‘White African city’. A striking example of such a building is the Cathedral 
of Santa Maria degli Angeli in Tripoli, construction of which began in January 1920 in 
the Tuscan-Romanesque-Lombard style. The governor of Tripolitania in 1928, De Bono, 
emphasised that the cathedral in Tripoli was a symbol of the synthesis of Italian religious 
and political activities in Tripolitania (Mohmed, 1995). Interestingly, the same architects 
designed the ‘architectural propaganda’ and the affected structures, intended for both 
Italians and the local population. Examples are the Church of San Italysco and the 
Koranic School, built in Tripoli by Di Florestan in 1937–1939, and the mosque built in 
Massawa, Eritrea by Ferratstsa in 1936 (Mohmed, 1995). 
Many architects and planners who worked in Libya as well as Italy used fascist principles 
and policies as guidelines. These policies emphasised the power and civilisation of Italy, 
and insisted on the dominance of Italian culture in the colonies through the creation of 
fascist neoclassical architecture (Daza, 1982). This policy was also applied to many cities 
in Italy, where many large open spaces and streets were created for military exhibition. 
These open spaces and streets were filled with monumental buildings that reflected fascist 
power and domination. Atkinson (1998) argued that, ‘In Fascist Rome, like Turin, the 
totalitarian appropriation of the streets was regarded as a central element of Fascist social 
control and the regime’s to enforce the “Fascistisation of Libya”.’ 
5.4 Housing Types 
Tripoli, as the colony’s capital, was the location of many housing projects during the 
period, ranging from luxurious villas in the garden city for senior civil servants to very 
primitive dwellings in camp form for the local people. 
During the Italian colonisation, groups of houses of various types and quality were built 
in different parts of the country by colonial agencies. A great many of these houses were 
built in villages and on farms for Italian immigrants (see Figure 5-16 and Figure 5-17), 
to encourage them to work and settle in agricultural areas. The layout was different from 
the local style and very similar to the low-density types built by the colonialists in urban 
centres and cities.  
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Figure 5-16: New Houses in Tripoli: Eight House Models for Italian Settlers 
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Figure 5-17: New Village for Italian Settlers (1935–1938), designed by di Fausto 
Source: Municipality of Tripoli 
 
 
According to Von Henneberg (1997) and Shawesh (2000), the Italian construction 
activity can be categorised in three stages. In the first period of colonial housing 
construction, 1911–1913, when Italy was not in control of the whole country, only a 
few simple army houses were built in military settlements spread throughout the Tripoli 
area, where the most productive agricultural land in the country existed ( 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5-18). Ben-Swessi (1996) argues that the building of these settlements was a 
colonial strategy and a symbol of power; it demonstrated the colonialists’ ability to 
  
Village Breviglieriin Tripolitania 
(1938, designed by Segni ) 
Village Giovanni in Tripolitania 
(1938, designed by di Segni) 
  
Village Oliveti in Tripolitania (1935–1938, designed by di Fausto) 
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control the natural environment. Some administrative buildings were also constructed on 
scattered coastal sites. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5-18: Only a few simple army houses were constructed during the first period 
Source: Municipality of Tripoli 
During the second period, from 1913 to 1929, the Italians still did not have full control 
over the country, and there was hostility in some areas. The colonialists adopted a strategy 
of establishing some cooperation with local people in an attempt to control the conquered 
land. They had no wish to start destroying or rejecting the local architecture and tried to 
learn from the French experiences in North Africa by attempting to give new life to the 
old Arab residences. By caring for and not rejecting the traditional styles, they hoped to 
be seen as paternal. They took the decision to try to unite their differences in the interests 
of everyone (Fuller, 1992). 
The third period began in 1929 and extended until the Second World War. This period 
was completely different because it was influenced by the fascist regime in Italy, which 
was anti-Libyan (Ben-Sewssi, 1996). With fascist domination in Italy and Libya 
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especially, Tripoli suffered from their policies because Libyan people were evacuated 
from their homeland by military force to live in concentration camps. 
According to Hahn (1981), the Italians generally considered themselves superior to the 
Libyans and retained their separate linguistic, cultural, and religious identity. They 
prevented Libyans from entering their social and professional circles through various 
forms of discrimination, such as forbidding them entry to certain public places. 
Housing types in this period can be categorised mainly as: first; multi-storey buildings 
such as that located in Omer El-Muktar and Mohammed El-Megarif streets, and second; 
house, villa and duplex types such as those located in the Esreem and Ben Ashore 
neighbourhoods (Tripoli Municipality, 1972). The new concepts of design and 
construction produced housing for Italian family needs and created different physical 
forms. This change was a radical transformation not only of the characteristics of the 
house, where the local concepts of house design could have no place in the colonial city, 
but also in its relationship with the outdoor elements such as streets and open space, where 
the home became outward looking. In the new housing projects, the features such as the 
size of the house, number of rooms, interior arrangements, and shape of window, 
mushrabiyyah and the height of the rooms changed. According to Fuller (1992), during 
1929-1936 two themes emerged in relation to the meaning and forms of architecture. 
These were, first; the use of local forms as a source of inspiration, and second; the creation 
of a combination between Italian and Libyan architecture. A meeting point between these 
two styles (by the use of the Mediterranean style) was meant to create a new identity that 
could be used as a tool to impress other European countries such as France. Overall, 
however, these housing projects remained more Italian than Libyan, especially with the 
introduction of new types of housing such as villa or duplex (Figure 5-19). These houses 
were the model of a new style of living with different external and internal arrangements, 
incorporating new furniture types and colour schemes (Essayed, 1982). The form of the 
colonial house was therefore very different from the traditional house. Two other features 
introduced into the colonial house were the veranda and the garden. 
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Villa Salvi, Pelligriniand Agujari, Tripoli, 1936. 
Figure 5-19: A number of villas constructed in Tripoli, 1936 
According to the Tripoli municipality report (1972), most of these houses were 
constructed after World War I (1918) and the concept of these dwelling units and their 
layout suited the Italian lifestyle and cultural needs. The European house style was in 
complete opposition to traditional Islamic houses (Papasseit, 1990, pp.1-26). These types 
can be categorised into two types, from luxurious villas to a very primitive type as 
follows. 
5.4.1 The Arabic House 
The Arabic house is simply an extension to the traditional house with a courtyard 
constructed in the old city, now built under Italian authority although still executed by 
the Libyan builders. This form is more organised and recognised than the older courtyard 
house and has some modifications, such as the use of better finishing materials and 
windows of some houses opening towards the exterior of the house. These types were 
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more evident in the Tripoli area and in suburbs such as Tajura and Sug El-Guma (see 
Figure 5-20). 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5-20: The traditional house built in the Italian period 
Source: Municipality of Tripoli (1970) 
The house is located in Omer Almukter district. The house was built in Tripoli in 1936; 
it stood between two streets and it had two entrances. The main entrance was directed 
towards the entrance hall, while the other opened into the courtyard which was still found 
in houses in this time. The main entrance provided access to a reception room, while the 
other was used by family members. The main entrance also led into a hallway which was 
built at an angle so that callers to the house could not see into it. This was a feature that 
was still kept by Libyan and Islamic custom.  
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The house was built around a courtyard, implying that the owner was of a modest to 
middle-income level. It is, however, possible that the courtyard was aimed at developing 
the house further at a later stage along the perimeter walls and maybe dividing the 
courtyard into two. From the plan, it is clear that the house was to be built in such a way 
that most of the rooms faced the east, admitting direct sun only in the morning and 
avoiding exposure to the midday and afternoon heat of the sun.  
From the plan, the house is 20 metres wide and 25 metres long; thus a rectangular shape. 
The house has four rooms; three sleeping rooms and one living room. The living room 
seems to serve also as a reception room, since it has windows looking out on to the street. 
This room is bigger than all the other rooms and its windows could be closed when it was 
used as a reception room. 
 
A Riwag, two metres wide and running around the courtyard side would offer shade to 
the rooms. This would help to control the climatic conditions in the rooms and to decrease 
glare from the sun through the windows and doors on that side. From the plan, the 
courtyard would not have any planted area, meaning that the accommodation would 
entirely rely on the Riwag for protection from the sun. There is a provision for a stairway 
to the roof so that this could be used as a sitting area for the family when it was cold 
inside, or even to sleep on. This was similar to the traditional Libyan house building, 
however; the planned height was only one metre, somewhat lower than previous times 
when two metres ensuring that family privacy was enhanced.  
 
Despite the fact that the design of this house and others of that time were carrying many 
features of the traditional house such as shape, single-storey construction, privacy and 
internal courtyard, the few changes reflected the changes to the Libyan house in the 
modern era. Some characteristics have changed, for instance the main room in the plan 
has some of its windows overlooking the streets instead of looking inside, as it was 
restricted in the traditional house. In the 1950s, the oil era would mark significant changes 
to the Libyan way of life. In the traditional era, the idea of other rooms apart from the 
main room having windows overlooking the streets would not be tolerated due to the 
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strict custom of protection of females from the gaze of male strangers, however this was 
to change in the new era.  
Libyan houses were still of single-storey construction, however changes were on the way. 
The natural local materials (mud bricks, coral rock, roof joists of mangrove timber) were 
being replaced by imported materials such as manufactured lime bricks, concrete, and 
floor tiles. The use of the imported materials would rapidly overtake the use of traditional 
materials. High ceilings (four metres) are still evident in the plan; something which was 
done in the traditional house plan. The height is to help circulate air to cool the rooms 
naturally. As already mentioned, external windows, apart from the reception room and 
the lower parapet roof wall, are still underway to change. 
5.4.1 Villa 
 
The villa dwelling was introduced to the city in the 1930s as suitable accommodation for 
high-class families (mainly traders, merchants and high-ranking government officials), 
who started to move from the old city as it became congested by business activities. They 
fled to quiet areas in the southern part of the city, such as Ben Ashure and El Sarem. 
 
New planning regulations were introduced during that time, which allowed the expansion 
of the old cities outside their city walls. Ali (1994) remarks that new roads were 
constructed for motor cars and new residential quarters established with the zoning of 
cities into residential areas where land was divided into building plots. Building in the 
plots would mean necessitating certain withdrawals of building lines from the four sides 
to allow for setbacks. Authorisation for the division of building plots and the setbacks in 
the cities paved a way for the extroverted house type to develop and replace the traditional 
courtyard house, which was introverted. This would mean that the old dense and compact 
urban fabric would be substituted by a dispersed and scattered type of urban structure. 
Ali (1980: 33) described the changes in urban planning schemes in Tunisia as an influence 
of colonisation according to which new cities different from the old ones were built. The 
increased European towns resulted in a dual planning system and the decay of old cities.  
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1937 Quartier (Sarem) Tripoli, Libya 
Figure 5-21: A number of villas constructed in Tripoli, 1936 
Source: Al-Naaeem (1998) 
A third group of villas was built for Italian labourers in the Elsarcem area, which was 
then on the outskirts of the city. 
In 1937, many Italian employees moved to Tripoli and they needed to be provided with 
housing urgently. The Elsarcem area, 3 km south-east of the city centre, was chosen and 
a housing project was undertaken by the Municipality of Tripoli. By 1938, parts of the 
project were completed and the transfer took place. The Sarem project consisted of 120 
villas, mainly occupied by government employees. 
The design and building of new homes relied upon Italian architects and engineers, who 
developed several designs for their employees to choose from, in order to speed up the 
housing process. All these designs adopted a style known as the 'international 
Mediterranean detached house'. 
 
This type of housing was constructed privately. The example is a house with a total area 
of 300-600 square metres and a total floor area between 160-350 square metres with an 
open space on at least two sides, front and back. The plot size determines the open spaces 
as in some they will be on three or four sides.  
These types of housing are one storey, and usually consist of reception rooms or salons, 
a kitchen, dining room, toilets, terraces or veranda and sleeping rooms. There is one 
entrance, and the whole plot is surrounded by high walls with the home located in the 
centre and surrounded by a garden; therefore the windows and terraces are opened to their 
own domain of open space, and some extent of visual control is provided (see Figure 
5-22). 
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Figure 5-22 and 5-23: Typical floor layout of the Italian Villa in Tripoli 
Hay El-ndals area in 1963 
Source: Municipality of Tripoli (1970) 
Villas are further characterised by gardens from all or some sides, onto which terraces, 
balconies and windows open and a fence surrounds the gardens. Most villa houses are 
single-storey and the ones with more than one storey are occupied by a single family 
having a high income.  
The spatial organisation of the villas 
At the main entrance, there are steps leading to a veranda, which is adjacent to the dining 
room and has a toilet. The veranda shelters the windows and the reception room. A 
kitchen is located close to the dining room so that food could be served easily and when 
still hot. There is another entrance for domestic use. The third entrance is on the opposite 
side of the house, and it goes through a veranda, beyond which there is a living room and 
three bedrooms. The largest of the rooms is the master room, which was set for the owner 
or his parents if they preferred to have a bedroom on this floor (Figure 5-22). Along the 
  
 
House floor 
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four outer sides, there is a veranda, a new feature in Libyan architecture. This is a design 
which is very different from the traditional one. This shows clearly that this was not the 
work of a Libyan architect. The veranda would serve the same role as the Libyan Riwag, 
which was usually designed to draw in cool air and decrease direct glare from the sun. 
However, this house type has a servant’s quarter located among the rooms in the house. 
In this design the reception room and the dining room have the same shapes as the rest of 
the house. 
 
Furthermore, the introduction of villas coincided with the introduction of modern 
facilities, e.g. electricity and a central water supply. Thus traditional became associated 
with being sub-standard, and the villas with all modern conveniences. 
The courtyard is dismissed in the Italian home, whereas the veranda was regarded by 
Italian architects as a fundamental element in the colonial house. This space is located in 
the internal facade and is surrounded by a garden. During the coolest hours of the summer 
day, Italian families could get some rest and relaxation, and receive guests on their 
veranda. The main entrance usually opens into a single corridor where rooms are arranged 
on both sides. The dwellings were designed for nuclear families, based on individual 
independence and mixing of sexes. The kitchens were usually accessible from the back 
garden or veranda. The pitched roof was introduced in some cases. Also, the building 
materials used in this new house were different. Floor tiles and red roof tiles were 
imported from Italy, and walls were built from brick with a layer of cement mortar. 
According to Fuller (1992), a new type of door design had been introduced in the colonial 
house with the functions of both closure and ventilation. 
The Italian architects tried to construct a modern architectural language in the design of 
the house as well as other buildings. This included continuous horizontal balconies, strip 
and corner windows, and also they used exposed concrete. These were made to generate 
new styles of living for the Italian society in Libya, and also to produce new types of 
external elevations. These balconies are rarely used by Libyan families in the present day. 
 
Conclusion 
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This chapter has shown briefly the historical developments and changes in Tripoli city 
throughout history. Previous information has shown that the urban structure of the city 
has changed to a modern city during the Italian colonial period. The Italian period had a 
dramatic impact on the formation of Tripoli. First, a new city was created around the 
traditional city. The most radical transformation that occurred in Tripoli was when the 
fascists came to power in Italy. In this period, the development of the colonial urban 
system was based on cultural domination and military power, where neo-classical 
architecture and monumental buildings were introduced along the main streets. The 
streets and open spaces were created for the fascist regime to impress the world by their 
power. Moreover, the Italian policy tried to affect local culture and to weaken the social 
bonds that had existed for many centuries between the Libyans, with particular reference 
to colonial houses in Libya in the fascist era.  
The next chapter looks at change in the built environment of Tripoli during the post-
colonial era, with particular reference to urbanisation and housing. It considers examples 
of housing design in Tripoli, showing how they reflect the evolution of the modern house 
in Libya.  
Post colonial architecture in Libya       Chapter six 
172 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   Chapter 6:  Post-colonial Architecture Forms in Libya 
 
 
The Second Transformation: Late 1970s onwards 
Residential types 
Villas 
Walk up flats (Apartments) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Post colonial architecture in Libya       Chapter six 
173 
6.1 INTRODUCTION 
The Second Transformation: Late 1960s onwards 
After independence, the Libyan economy faced a lack of resources and industry. The 
weak economy could not provide good education, healthcare, public facilities and 
housing. Many shanty camps were built around Tripoli city. Before the discovery of oil, 
the Libyan national economy was largely dependent on agriculture, which accounted for 
93 per cent of the total national revenue (Hajjaji, 1967). Agricultural produce was mainly 
wheat, barley, olives, dates, citrus fruits, vegetables, peanuts and meat. After discovering 
oil in the mid-1960s, the Libyan national economy became completely dependent on oil 
exports and later on, oil products (Allan, 1989). As a result, the country became rich, 
which led to major developments in all fields such as housing, transportation, education, 
health and industry and the change in socio-economic aspects in Libya after oil was 
discovered and its exploitation after the Second World War. The new high incomes from 
oil were reflected in the modern housing of the Libyans. These modern houses were 
different in style and appearance to the traditional Libyan house (Al-Khosous, 1983). 
Houses designed around a courtyard and with inward-looking windows were abandoned. 
Instead, windows were built facing the outside of the house. As modernisation continued 
to take hold, narrow, dusty, winding streets were replaced by new, wide roads designed 
to accommodate the use of motorised vehicles rather than the traditional small carts, and 
the occasional cars or vans.  
The present chapter looks at examples from the private and the public sectors of modern 
housing designs in Libya, before making a comparison of traditional and modern houses 
in the country. 
 
According to the MP (1969), the number of people living in shanty towns within the 
capital, Tripoli, was estimated to be 26,000. The data made the Municipality of Tripoli 
concentrate on this problem and direct their efforts towards solving it. Daza (1982) adds 
that after the discovery of oil, 70% of development projects should have been directed 
towards housing. From the dawn of 1964, infrastructure would be the main concern for 
the next five years. The purpose of this analysis is to show how housing in the state 
evolved in this period and how it marked changes in lifestyle. Most of the houses by the 
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private sector are in the urban areas. In the period under consideration, the house plans in 
Tripoli reflect the evolution of modern housing design better than from other 
governorates, where urbanisation is comparatively recent. Since there had been much 
urban development in the country since the 1950s, it should not be assumed that all the 
plans are still evident today in their original design or with some extensions. Others found 
the need to accommodate newer development plans. Examples are taken from both 
private and public sectors.  
 
Vigorous efforts resulted in the contraction of 293,296 housing units between 1970 and 
1988. Of the latter units, only 37 per cent were built by the public sector, while the rest 
were privately built by Libyans (Gdourah, 1994). 
 
In the mid-1980s the state decided to play the role of ‘enabler’ and diminish its role as 
‘provider’ in the housing sector, and this marked a notable shift in the context of the 
housing policy, thus enabling the private sector to play a more effective role in housing 
provision. The main cause of the shift was serious economic conditions that led to a sharp 
drop in oil prices in the 1980s. Despite the new policy, it was clear that the scale of house 
building activity in the state had begun decreasing during the late 1980s and 1990s. This 
was due to the enabler role that was played by the state, since this was just a passive role. 
The role was ineffective, something which was clearly reflected in the instability of the 
regulatory framework of the housing sector resulting in a remarkable budgetary 
reduction. 
 
During this period, thousands of housing units were built, giving rise to different housing 
patterns. This is evident through a field analysis and the examination of the architectural 
plans and residential patterns, and this is said to have been brought about by the social, 
political and economic changes alongside the diversity of designs and execution of 
channels. A variety of construction systems, both traditional and modern, can be 
classified as private houses and public housing. 
 
Post colonial architecture in Libya       Chapter six 
175 
The three selected neighbourhoods from the post-colonial period, characterised by 
vertical and horizontal planning (El-shra algrby, with single-storey, low-income housing; 
Hayy El-Andalus, with high-income housing; and El-Gurje, an area of four-storey public 
housing for low- and medium-income groups). 
The orientation of the house towards the street expresses the modernised life in the cities, 
particularly Tripoli. The central courtyard has been replaced by a large covered hall, and 
all rooms have become open towards the outside. The open space is now surrounding the 
house in contrast to a scenario where the house was built around an open space. 
 
6.2 Housing layout in Libya 
 
Rooms in the modern European context are usually created in terms of the specific 
activities to be carried out in them, such as the dining room, bedroom or living room. In 
the Muslim layout, rooms are considered in terms of social accessibility with much 
emphasis on the elements of privacy and publicity (Petherbridge, 1978). The traditional 
houses in Libya were designed in such a manner that all the rooms were built together to 
form one huge mass. Within the huge mass were a number of different house elevations. 
Most of the big houses had a single large elevation facing the street. The small houses, 
however, had two or more elevations fitted with windows facing the street (Al-Azzawi, 
1984: 54). On the concept of publicity and privacy, Libyan houses were structured in such 
a manner that the reception rooms plus all the other rooms meant for the male visitors 
was separate from those utilised by women and the family. 
The Libyan traditional houses were basically designed and contained elements 
specifically found in Arabic or rather Islamic houses. This means that the houses were in 
many ways similar to the Arabic houses; for example, the entrances were either indirect 
or bent, a feature commonly referred to as a blind entrance. The courtyard was composed 
of multiple rooms; an Arabic house was also adopted by the traditional Libyan builders. 
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6.3 Residential Districts 
The post-colonial area of the city is characterised by two types of residential district, the 
planned and the unplanned. The unplanned districts are those which emerged during the 
economic and building boom in the early 1970s. They are mainly found in the eastern, 
south-eastern, and southern parts of the post-colonial area (Figure 6-1). They are very 
few in number compared with the planned districts. The main element of the unplanned 
quarters is the residential dwelling, the owner’s main aim being to make the maximum 
use of their plot of land, with the land that is left over being used as a street. This has 
resulted in narrow, winding streets, difficulties in getting access to some dwellings in 
these areas and a lack of open spaces. Predominant building types in such quarters are 
courtyard houses and apartment buildings. The planned districts are those which have 
been developed recently, in addition to those which are located in the central and northern 
part of the contemporary areas. The majority of these quarters are provided with essential 
services. The predominant building types are the apartment buildings and villas. All the 
areas which have been developed in recent years are characterised by a network of streets 
which facilitates the maximum use of automobiles. Pedestrian traffic is kept to a 
minimum due to the lack of shade along the roads. 
6.3.1 The spatial organisation of the post-colonial area 
During the oil exportation period of the 1960s, Tripoli increased in both population and 
area. The city population increased from 130,000 in 1954 to about 1,190,000 in 2010. 
One of the most important causes of Tripoli's growth was the increased number of rural 
migrants. The urban changes were the result of massive labour influx, the introduction of 
the principles of modern town planning, and pursuit of the modernisation process. 
However, during the post-colonial period, the government aimed to rehouse people from 
all slums and squatter areas. This objective was achieved by the late 1970s in Tripoli city 
when all slum residents were housed in new dwellings. The last project was the Treq El-
Gurje walk-up flat building project (see Figure 6-9), a scheme which will be mentioned 
later in this chapter. Attire (1983) argued that by the middle of the 1980s, Tripoli city was 
free from the slum phenomenon which characterises most of the big cities in developing 
countries. 
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Tripoli witnessed huge urban growth during this period, as in many other cities in 
developing countries. The local authority (new government) adopted socialist policies 
that had a big impact on the urban structure and growth of the city. According to this 
policy, the government established a new development plan to provide urban services in 
the shanty towns, and to increase the standard of living of people in the city. As a result, 
new neighbourhoods were established in many areas around the city. These 
neighbourhoods consist of a large number of public and private housing projects, 
education and health services, and a transport system (Shawesh, 2000). 
 
Figure 6-1: The post-colonial area of the city consists of many neighbourhoods 
Source: Tripoli "Urban Planning". 
 
The urban structure of Tripoli city completely changed from an organic pattern to a 
pattern of geometrical shapes in a short period of time. The overall pattern of the 
contemporary areas is affected by the concept of the master plans which are based on 
western models of development. Generally speaking, due to the increase in vehicle 
ownership within the city, the entire plan of Tripoli places great emphasis on 
transportation and circulation. According to the socio-economic survey of 1978, the 
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vehicle ownership increased from 50 vehicles per 1000 persons in 1971 to120 vehicles 
per 1000 persons in 1978. Also, Daza writes that, "The number of private cars has 
increased greatly, for example from 105,455 in 1978 to 348,552 in 1981." Consequently, 
a super grid network has been introduced into the city, replacing the semi-circular streets 
that characterised the old town. At the points of intersection, bridges and flyovers are 
constructed to avoid traffic jams. New residential areas are planned in between the 
intersections of the major roads. 
Also, the plan adopted the grid-iron pattern at the neighbourhood level, enhancing the 
emergence of the new housing pattern with larger individual plots which produce lower 
densities. There is a significant increase in the proportion of public areas of land which 
are assigned to streets and open spaces. The plan creates a new physical environment, 
differing from the traditional one in scale, density and pattern. 
 
6.3.2 Relationship of neighbourhoods 
The post-colonial area of the city consists of many neighbourhoods (Figure 6-1). All the 
contemporary neighbourhoods, except those in the unplanned areas, have a uniform 
appearance from the planning point of view. The only boundaries between 
neighbourhoods are major roads. Physically, each neighbourhood is well connected with 
the others, a matter which makes it hard to distinguish between the two neighbourhoods 
except by looking at the roads and street signs, where the name of the neighbourhood is 
written. 
 
The lack of a hierarchical order of open spaces and streets in the post-colonial 
neighbourhoods affects the relationship between people and their community.  
This relationship is not well developed, as once a man has left his dwelling, he is 
transplanted to the city without the intermediate hierarchy of spaces. 
In fact, the relationships and social ties among the residents started to weaken with the 
demolition of the city walls. Nowadays people depend almost entirely on cars for their 
movement within the city. Also, the planning of each neighbourhood enhances the 
weakness of the relationship between the residents; each neighbourhood has its own 
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essential services so it is seldom that residents of two neighbourhoods can see each other. 
The gap between the traditional neighbourhoods with their hierarchical open spaces, 
streets, and living environment, and the post-colonial neighbourhoods widens every day. 
6.3.2.1 The layout 
Most of the neighbourhoods of the post-colonial part of the city, particularly those which 
were established and developed in the 1950s-1970s, share many neighbourhood 
characteristics of the urban form of the old town of Tripoli and other Islamic 
neighbourhoods. These include the compact urban form, the narrow streets, the variety 
of open spaces, etc. Yet at the same time, the introduction of motor cars as a means of 
transportation affected the layout of the neighbourhood as well as the city.  
The post-colonial area witnessed the introduction of various new types of dwelling, the 
layout of the dwellings varying from one neighbourhood to another. The dwelling types, 
land ownership and the socio-economic factors seem to play an important role in shaping 
the overall layout of the quarter. For example, the areas which are dominated by courtyard 
houses in the south and south-eastern quarters, differ from those which are dominated by 
apartment buildings or villas. 
 
The former were developed by their inhabitants on the basis of the concept of 'Urf' (action 
of belief in which persons persist with the concurrence of reasoning power and which 
their natural disposition agrees to accept as right or custom). This means an agreement 
among the people who live there for leaving an open space, alleyway, street, etc., ending 
up with a neighbourhood planned according to their needs. 
On the other hand, in the villa areas, mainly in the northern part of the post-colonial area 
such as Alndalus' quarter, one finds a contrasting layout of wider, car-oriented streets 
arranged in a grid-iron pattern. 
The analysis of the selected examples of sample areas will illustrate the overall urban 
form of the post-colonial part of the city. The selected areas are taken from various areas, 
such as sample area No. 2, El-shra algrbyh, sample area No. 4, Hayy El-Alndalus, sample 
area No. 6, El-Gurje, sample area No. 7. These areas are selected to illustrate the 
transformation of the urban tissue of the post-colonial area of the city.  
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The stages of historic growth of the post-colonial area of the city are clearly expressed in 
the city's urban fabric. Looking at the aerial photograph of Tripoli in 2009 (Figure 6-1) 
in conjunction with the maps of the selected areas, one is able to see and understand the 
transformation of the urban tissue of the city. Moreover, the aerial photograph illustrates 
the introduction of the grid-iron pattern in a few areas along the two major roads in the 
city; Zawih road towards the south-east of the city and Matar road towards the north of 
the city. 
The narrow and winding alleys are disappearing at a greater rate in the areas which have 
been developed from the mid-1970s onwards (Figure 6-1), particularly in those areas 
which can be described as middle- or upper-middle-class, such as Bn Ashor and Hayy 
El-Andalus. 
 
The organic plan of the post-colonial neighbourhoods, which provided intimate spaces 
and irregular areas, enhanced the urban interaction which is a neighbourhood 
characteristic of the Islamic city (see Figure 6-1). Most of the streets in the post-colonial 
area of the city are irregular. They are shaded from the glaring sun by the buildings. In 
most of the post-colonial neighbourhoods, there is a hierarchical order in the formation 
of the streets, where the wider streets are usually found at the boundary of the 
neighbourhood and the narrower ones towards the centre (see Figure 6-2). The above 
mentioned hierarchy of streets seems to have been clearly implemented when 
automobiles were limited in the city. However, as a result of the increasing number of 
automobiles, the hierarchy of streets has broken down. In some areas, especially those at 
the periphery and the post-colonial part of the city, the streets became wide and relatively 
straight, and sometimes they were in a grid-iron pattern (Figure 6-2). The latter were 
found in areas which were planned by the municipality and occupied by higher-income 
people. In these areas the car appeared as the main mode of transportation. At the present 
time, cars are introduced into every part of the neighbourhood, creating a situation of 
conflict between the pedestrian and vehicular traffic. The street, which was meant for 
pedestrian traffic, nowadays is used for cars and is mainly used by those who want to 
avoid the congestion and traffic delays at main roads. 
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Figure 6-2: Different views of streets 
(Source: Fieldwork, 2010). 
6.3.2.2 The open spaces 
It seems that the open spaces in post-colonial areas are seldom used for the following 
reasons: firstly, the open spaces are surrounded by major roads, forcing those who want 
to use the open space to cross major roads, and secondly, the open spaces are located in 
areas where the residents need them the least, i.e. in areas where the houses have their 
own open space. 
 
What has been mentioned about the streets and layout of the post-colonial area is more 
or less applicable to the open spaces. It can also be seen that the availability of open 
spaces in most of the post-colonial neighbourhoods is very limited. 
Tripoli has a number of green spaces which is insufficient by international standards (the 
commonly accepted standard is 10m2 per capita). 
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The green spaces open to the public are actually equal to 58 ha (excluding the green belt), 
(see Figure 6-3) or 3m2 per capita. New green spaces are under development, bringing 
the total to 75 ha or 4m2 per capita. 
The lack of green spaces does not affect all districts in the same way. The heart of the 
town (inside the Republic Boulevard) is properly served – with the exception of the Old 
City, while the districts farther from the centre are far less well served, especially the east 
and south-east districts. 
The lack of green spaces can be corrected throughout the city level, when the green belt 
project will be implemented. However, this project will not bring major change in the less 
well served fundamental districts. It will be necessary to create new local urban green 
spaces in the east and south-east districts. 
At present, the utilisation of the open spaces is different from one neighbourhood to 
another within the post-colonial areas. For instance, all the open spaces which have any 
access for cars are mainly used as car parking spaces, whereas those which have no access 
for cars are used as children's playgrounds.  
During the fieldwork an academic argued that: 
Public open spaces are usually known as entertaining areas for the 
population in non-working hours and holidays. Gardens are particularly 
appealing for the favourable climate condition. However, in Tripoli, 
public open spaces are places for gathering rubbish and parts of old cars. 
Many public gardens lack in vegetation this results in lack of social 
interaction, especially for children in many post-colonial 
neighbourhoods. 
In fact, the lack of communal spaces in the neighbourhood will encourage the residents 
to keep most of their children's activities behind the walls, in spaces surrounding the 
building. Not only that but also some traditions and customs, such as gathering outside 
the dwellings, will disappear. It is believed such actions have a significant impact on 
minimising social contacts and encouraging individualistic attitudes among neighbours. 
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Figure 6-3: The green belt, Tripoli city 
Source: Municipality of Tripoli 
 
6.3.3 The physical changes 
 
The post-colonial area of the city has experienced a remarkable physical transformation. 
New building types have replaced many of the shacks, which were formerly found on the 
outskirts of the old town. 
The 1966 survey in Tripoli by Whiting Associates revealed that 22% of the dwelling units 
were flats, 44% were traditional houses, 9.4% were villas, and the rest were temporary 
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dwellings. Only 6.8% of the flats and 36% of traditional houses were occupied by the 
low-income groups. Flat-dwellers had an average household size of 4.5 compared with 
an average of 6.5 for occupants of traditional houses. A high average household size is 
more common in the Libyan population and this indicates that flats were occupied to a 
large extent by non-Libyans, who comprised 14% of the city population at the time of the 
survey (Whiting Associates, 1969). 
 
In 1966, different consultants were commissioned to prepare comprehensive master plans 
and layouts. They adopted different proposals for housing programmes and the location 
of residential zones in their land use maps. Whiting Associates were proposed housing 
programmers as part of the master plan for Tripoli’s urban areas. 
During the 1966 programme, physical planning at the local and regional level was very 
limited. Planning at national, regional, and local levels was introduced in two studies, 
firstly, by Italconsult (1973-2000), in their study of a settlement pattern, and secondly, by 
a joint team from the United Nations and the Libyan government in their study of the 
national physical perspective plan (1981-2000). 
A report prepared by SOU (1985) about the national physical perspective plans (1981-
2000) set out some objectives for physical planning. These are: 
- To provide general information about physical and environmental phenomena. 
- To study suitable proposals for the physical development of the country up to the year 
2025. 
The southern section of the city still contains many slum areas of low-grade housing. 
However, the new networks helped in clearing away some of these slums in parts of the 
city, especially those in the southern part of the city. 
 
In the late 1960s and early 2000s, the urban tissue of the post-colonial area underwent 
great change as an intensive street and road construction programme took place in all 
parts of the city. Most of the existing streets were widened to accommodate the heavy 
traffic loads generated by the mixed urban land use of this part of the city. Also, new 
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streets were constructed such as the 2nd Ring Road and 3rd Ring Road, the airport 
highway, etc. In addition to this, new flyovers were erected in different parts of the city. 
The primary aim of this network is to provide easy access and to connect the various areas 
of the city. The network also alleviates the heavy traffic congestion at intersections such 
as roads with Al Mukter Street and November Street, etc. 
Consequently there was a major upheaval in the built environment, with many residential 
dwellings being demolished and others being disturbed by the flyovers. It is relevant to 
note that, while the predicted growth of the city will create severe demands for land use 
for expansion, the residential use of most of the central parts of the post-colonial area has 
been declining, and there dwelling units are mostly occupied by older, poorer people and 
newcomers to the city. This situation has led to the deterioration of most of the dwelling 
units, changing the social aspect of the neighbourhood, etc. 
 
6.4 Housing types 
This section presents the major dwelling types which can be found in the post-colonial 
area of the city. There are three major types of dwelling units as follows. 
These could be categorised as courtyard houses, apartment buildings, villas, and shanties, 
in addition to the modified traditional houses. The distribution of each house type varies 
within this part of the city. 
This part of the city witnessed the introduction of new dwelling types such as the 
apartment building and the villa and courtyard house. The latter was introduced in the 
years following independence as a spontaneous response of the families willing to 
establish themselves in the city in houses that reminded them of the Haoush traditional 
structure. This is why traditional housing is quite close, in its mode of organisation, to the 
Old City urban fabric, with the use of the courtyard. 
 
6.4.1 Traditional houses (Hosh) 
These are courtyard and patio houses, built in rows with a plot of land of 144 square 
metres open to the streets (see Figure 6-4 and Figure 6-5). 
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Figure 6-4: Views of different streets in El-shra algrby district (traditional 
housing) 
Source: Fieldwork (2010) 
 
 
Figure 6-5: Ground floor plan 
Source: Municipality of Tripoli 
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These houses were originally one storey. Some of them were changed to two storeys by 
the owners to create more space. Bricks, cement and concrete are the main building 
materials for walls, roofs and floors. These types of building materials are used in most 
of the buildings constructed within the country. This type of dwelling represents about 
70% of the housing provision in the city. 
However, its mode of production is standard, with fragmented parcels in small lots to be 
built, and services streets planned that can regulate and serve auto construction. It seems 
that the cultural background of the newcomers as well as the emergence of new building 
materials played a major role in the appearance of this type. When people came to the 
city and could not afford to live in the traditional houses of the old city they built such 
houses. In fact most courtyard houses were constructed with cement block or brick walls 
and earth cement-coated roof. The majority, if not all, of the courtyard house is built 
without the help or advice of experts. They are used haphazardly, leaving very narrow 
spaces between the buildings. 
 
This fabric is essentially residential and usually includes very few facilities and green 
areas in proportion to other urban fabrics in the city. The built-up area is very important 
(79% of the total area), even higher than the downtown urban fabric (Old City: 76%, 
colonial districts: 76 to 87%). 
The streets network is semi-regular. Planned fabric allows a progressive roads pattern 
listing with non-stabilised streets but adapted to motor vehicles. However, car parking 
spaces are not planned. Streets, of minor importance and planned mostly for residential 
services, vary between five and 12 metres wide. The network is pedestrian as a whole in 
the absence of untreated pavement. It shows chicane layouts as for low-density villas 
fabrics. 
The built fabric is made by the addition of the standard courtyard house basic cell of a 
minimum module 12x12 metres. With the exception of very small courtyards or patios 
compared to the Medina fabric, the whole plot is built (or occupied). The footprint ratios 
are important, but development is reduced according to low height (Figure 6-5). 
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Spatial organisation of courtyard houses 
As mentioned earlier, courtyard houses were built by their owners and local builders 
without any expert help. The first stage of house construction was to build the boundary 
walls to mark the plot. Then the head of the family, and sometimes the builder, would 
divide the plot into sections, whilst always keeping in mind the possibility of any future 
expansion. So the house occupied a part of the plot and the other part would be kept for 
the courtyard later on; as the family grows the house would expand first horizontally and 
then vertically. The house usually reflects the owners' culture, lifestyle, tradition, etc. So 
the spatial organisational concept differs from one house to another. 
 
Broadly speaking, the majority of courtyard houses have courtyards, a feature which was 
first introduced in Tripoli city in such housing types. The courtyard has a significant role 
to play in the spatial organisation; the rooms are arranged in a way that leaves an open 
courtyard which is used for all inside functions such as sitting, washing, and children's 
play. However it seems that, from the author's observation, the courtyard house is not 
utilised sufficiently. For example, all the windows and openings are found to be opening 
to the outside, creating difficulties in controlling the visual privacy. If they opened 
towards the street this problem could be avoided. 
The survey revealed that the area of the houses ranges from 100 to 140 sq. m. The houses 
are one or two storeys high, consisting of a guest area, a family area, and a courtyard.  
The guest area consists of one reception room near the entrance and sometimes a small 
court is found in the guest area, where it is utilised as a sitting area for the guests at night. 
The size of this area varies considerably from one house to another, depending on the size 
of the plot as well as the socio-cultural background of the family. 
The family area consists of several rooms, kitchen, toilets and courtyard. The rooms of a 
courtyard house usually do not have specific functions. The entrance of this section of 
the house is either from the guest to the 'salah' leading to the court. The 'salah' in the 
courtyard house is the main area for the family where they spend most of their time. 
Usually it has three walls and opens to the court, providing a reasonably ventilated area. 
The width of the rooms is determined by the length of the wooden beams which are used 
as the main construction materials for the roofs of such housing types. 
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The facades of houses are very simple (see Figure 6-4). The windows appear to be closed 
by wooden louvred shutters. Privacy is only maintained while the windows are closed. It 
is interesting to note here that mechanical air coolers and air conditioners were not 
considered.  
6.4.1 Two-storey house plan 
 
This house is also located in Hayy El-Andalus, It had an area of over 450m2, of which 
only half was devoted to construction. The design of the houses shows another 
remarkable change in Libyan housing in the oil era. This was the use of vertical 
expansion, which was still a comparatively rare development in the mid-1960s. It was 
built in 1965 in one of the inner suburbs of Tripoli; it is a two-storey house with a 
basement, which was something new to Libyan housing. It was new by being multi-storey 
and having a basement. This house type helps to recall that in the 1960s, there were still 
large extended families living in the same dwelling. Some modern building techniques 
are reflected in this, namely the foundations and structure being strong enough to support 
a full-size floor.  
A garage helps to recognise that the car had become widespread during this period and 
was used as a symbol of modern life in the state, as elsewhere. The building has walled 
boundaries, implying that the practice of preventing passers-by from looking into the 
house was still promoted in respect of social custom and Islam in Libya. 
The spatial organisation of the villas 
At the main entrance, there are steps leading to a veranda, which is adjacent to the dining 
room and has its toilet. The veranda shelters the windows and the reception room. A 
kitchen is located close to the dining room so that food could be served easily and when 
still hot. There is another entrance for domestic use. The third entrance is on the opposite 
side of the house, and it goes through a veranda, beyond which there is a living room and 
three bedrooms. The largest of the rooms is the master room, which was set for the owner 
or his parents if they preferred to have a bedroom on this floor (Figure 6-15). Along the 
four outer sides, there is a veranda, a new feature in Libyan architecture. This is a design 
which is very different from the traditional one. This shows clearly that this was not the 
work of a Libyan architect. The veranda would serve the same role as the Libyan Riwag, 
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which was usually designed to draw in cool air and decrease direct glare from the sun. 
However, this house type has a servant’s quarter located among the rooms in the house. 
This was built at a stage when the traditional Libyan housing and new designs were 
merging.  
The villa is two storeys high. The ground floor is the main section for the males and their 
guests and visitors. It consists of an entrance hall, two reception rooms, one furnished 
with traditional furniture and called a 'salon', and the other one furnished with western-
type furniture and called the salon. The ground floor also has a dining room, two 
bedrooms with bathrooms for guests, a kitchen and a staircase (Figure 6-15). The first 
floor is mainly for the family, and consists of five bedrooms, four bathrooms and a living 
room. One room with a bathroom is provided in the roof for the servant (Figure 6-15). In 
this villa, one can see clearly the spacious area of the interior spaces, an essential 
requirement of a Libyan family, as well as the adoption of the bathroom as a part of the 
sleeping area. Although there is a consideration of the social and cultural norms in the 
design of the interior spares, because there is a clear separation between the guests' and 
family sections, the villa has only one main entrance and a secondary one to the kitchen, 
which seems inconvenient for use except by the members of the family. Also, the access 
to the kitchen and staircase is through the main entrance hall, which restricts the 
movement of the family if there are any guests. The family section is reasonably 
organised, where the required degree of privacy for each member of the family is 
achieved. By reviewing the original drawings which were submitted to the local 
municipality, it has been noticed that there have been some alterations made to the facades 
of the villa (see Figure 6-15). In the original facade drawing the windows are, to some 
extent, visually protected from the vision of neighbours. Each window, especially those 
in the family section on the first floor, is placed deep in the wall and provided with a 
vertical concrete frame. However, in the existing villa, openings are covered with wooden 
windows and once they are opened the privacy is lost. Although the villa is provided with 
private outdoor spaces, the use of such spaces is very limited because they are in full view 
of the neighbouring houses. However, the residents have overcome this problem by 
erecting high corrugated plastic sheeting on top of the courtyard walls. 
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Figure 6-6: Typical plan of one-floor villa in Hayy El-Andalus area 
Source: Fieldwork (2010) 
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Indications on the first floor show that in this house, there lived more than one family. 
This is because there is a second kitchen, which indicates the presence of more than one 
family. Furthermore, there is a large dining room and an expansive reception room, which 
could serve a large, extended family. A second entrance indicates the way used to access 
the first floor so that families would steer clear of visitors’ disruptions. There would be 
disruptions from male visitors if the floor were served with only one staircase, unless the 
visitors used the reception room downstairs, hence ensuring women visitors used the 
reception in the first floor only. The absence of an inner courtyard does not suggest that 
privacy was not fully observed in this house. There were walls offering protection to the 
11m stretch to the main entrance from the roadside; 5.55m on both sides of the house 
were also guarded, and an additional 6.6m running at the back. Families varied in the use 
of space, as can be expounded here. A basement could be extremely helpful in houses 
that lacked an interior courtyard, where children played. The basement could also be 
helpful in dwellings whose courtyard was small, where children could play without 
worrying about dangers that could be brought by ornaments and glass. Family gatherings 
could also be held in basements; and the basements could be used to serve as reception 
rooms during special occasions. Basements were also used depending on the occupation 
of the owner; they could be used as workshops or storage areas for a merchant. 
 
6.4.2 Walk-up flats 
The severe housing shortage in the 1970s, as a result of the increasing number of 
immigrants and of foreign companies and their employees, led the government, through 
the Ministry of Public Works and Housing and other ministries, companies and private 
investors, to construct several huge housing projects in the city. Examples of these include 
Al-Gurji. The projects of this type were built in and outside the inner city, and to 
accommodate large numbers of Libyan families many walk-up flats have been built 
within the city of Tripoli. Since 1970, 14 housing projects of this type have been built, 
each comprising between 250 and 360 blocks of flats of 4-12 floors. Most of these have 
been constructed by the public sector, using both traditional and prefabricated building 
systems (see Figure 6-7, Figure 6-8 and Figure 6-9). 
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Figure 6-7: Facade of walk-up flats in Tripoli 
 
Source: Fieldwork (2010) 
   
 
 
 
Figure 6-8: Neighbourhood in El-Gurje, Tripoli 
Source: Public Housing Authority 
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Figure 6-9: Walk-up in El-Gurje 
Source: Public Housing Authority 
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Spatial organisation of the apartment buildings 
The spatial organisation of the apartment building differs from the traditional house and 
Alhosh in that it consists of several flats per floor, the majority having two to four flats, 
and each flat is considered as a separate dwelling unit. Each dwelling unit consists of 
habitable rooms, a kitchen and usually two toilets. The area of the flats ranges from 80 to 
110 sq. m. The number of the habitable rooms varies; it has been found that 57.2% of the 
flats have four rooms and 32% have three rooms. 
Initially the apartment buildings were designed by architects. It is worth mentioning that 
in the 1970s, the architects were very limited in numbers. There were no Libyan architects 
in the city and the few architects in Tripoli were newcomers, either from other Arab 
countries, such as Egypt, Jordan, Palestine, etc., or they were western architects who came 
to the city in the employment of contracting companies. The great demand for housing 
and the lack of municipality control on building design encouraged many people, such as 
civil engineers, draftsmen, surveyors and even contractors, to participate in the design of 
the apartment buildings. 
Consequently, a wide variety of design concepts was introduced in the new buildings, 
particularly in the apartment buildings. Generally speaking, the flats were designed in 
such a way that most of the rooms were arranged in a linear manner, leaving a narrow 
corridor for circulation between them, or sometimes the rooms were arranged around a 
central hall (see Figure 6-9). The different sections of the dwelling unit, such as the guests 
domain or the family domain, were hardly distinguishable. The main entrances of the flats 
within the building usually faced each other. 
 
It was noticed during the physical survey that most of the traditional houses in the old 
city maintained certain arrangements, to benefit from the sea breeze. Thus, whenever 
possible the habitable rooms such as reception rooms, family rooms, etc. are located in 
the northern side of the house and most of the service areas, such as the kitchen, toilets 
and stairs, are located towards the southern side of the house. However, the new houses 
are completely different, with rooms on each side of the building. 
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6.5 A comparative analysis of traditional and post-colonial housing 
in Libya 
After evaluating the effect of Libya’s colonial era and post-colonial era housing, it is 
paramount to indicate the differences prevalent between the modern and traditional 
housing systems and highlight a relative summary of the differences which are relayed in 
terms of house layout, interior space, context and how exterior facades were drawn. These 
are highlighted in Table 6-1, Table 6-2, Table 6-3. 
The post-colonial part and colonial part of the city are affected by the concept of the 
master plan and its regulations, which are based upon the western models of development. 
The automobile is the predominant factor in the planning of the new areas of the city. The 
grid-iron pattern is adopted as the basic model for the road and the street layout. 
Moreover, the low-density residential areas of the apartment builders and villas are the 
main feature of the newly developed areas. The newly-built houses show a general 
improvement in the construction techniques, as well as in the services and amenities 
available in the houses (see Table 6-1, Table 6-2 and Table 6-3). 
Substantial differences emerge between modern housing and traditional housing designs. 
These include differences in the materials used and the techniques of construction used. 
There are, also, major differences regarding the form and shape of the two. As stated 
earlier, the traditional house had an ‘inward’ characteristic, where around its courtyard 
were interiors, and exteriors were bare. External openings were reduced to a minimum, 
whereby the only area that looked towards the street was the men’s reception. In contrast, 
modern houses tend to embrace an outward-inclined character, whereby they are enclosed 
with any available space within the perimeter. This space could take several forms, such 
as passage or gardens. 
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  Table 6-1: Comparison between the urban contexts of the three types of houses. 
  (Pre-colonial Era ) Colonial Era Post-colonial Era 
Urban 
Context 
Type A: The 
courtyard house in 
the coastal region 
Type B: The 
courtyard house in 
the mountains 
region 
Type C: The 
courtyard house 
in the desert 
region 
Type D: 
house 
Type E: 
house 
Type A: The 
central-hall 
house 
Type B: The new 
modern house 
 
      
 
       
The 
urban 
structure 
Compact Compact Compact  Dispersed Compact Dispersed 
Very dense Very dense Very dense Low in 
density 
Very low in 
density 
Very dense Low in density 
Area 120-150 m2 200-250 m2 100-120 m2 100-150 m2 200 m2 100-150 m2 Flat 110-200 m2 
Villa 240-320 m2 
Height 1-2 storeys 1 storey 1-2 storeys  1-2 storeys 1-2 storeys 2-5 storeys 
 
Relations
hip to 
other 
houses 
Attached    Independent, 
villa type 
 Independent, villa 
type 
Overlapped Overlapped Overlapped   Overlapped  
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Garden Courtyard, private 
gardens 
Courtyard, private 
gardens for large 
houses and palaces 
No gardens  Garden 
surrounding 
the house 
Courtyard, 
private gardens 
Garden within 
setbacks around the 
house 
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Table 6-2: Comparison between the layout of the three house types developed in Libya
 (Pre-colonial Era ) Colonial Era and Post-colonial Era 
Layout Type A: The 
courtyard house in 
the coastal region 
Type B: The 
courtyard house in 
the mountains region 
Type C: Non-
courtyard house in 
the desert region 
The courtyard 
house 
Type D: The 
new modern 
house central 
corridor (villas 
and flats) 
The courtyard 
house 
Type E: The new 
modern house 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8  
 
 
Plan layout Introverted Introverted Introverted Introverted Extroverted Introverted Extroverted 
Small and large rooms 
clustered around 
central enclosed open 
to sky courtyard 
Small and large rooms 
clustered around 
central enclosed open 
to sky courtyard 
Rooms of similar 
size arranged around  
Rooms of 
similar size 
arranged 
Rooms of similar 
size arranged 
around  
Rooms of similar 
size arranged 
Arrangements and 
sizes of spaces 
according to 
relationships 
between functions 
Plan 
composition 
Asymmetrical Asymmetrical Asymmetrical Asymmetrical Symmetrical and 
balanced along 
one axis 
Each room has 
direct relationship 
with the central 
hall 
Asymmetrical 
Functional 
relationships 
Each room has direct 
relationship with the 
courtyard 
Each room has direct 
relationship with the 
courtyard 
Each room has 
direct relationship 
with the courtyard 
 Each room has 
direct relationship 
with the central 
hall 
Each room has 
direct relationship 
with the hall 
Direct 
relationships 
between spaces or 
indirect via 
corridors 
Inside- 
outside    
relationship  
between  
rooms and 
Each room has direct 
relationship with the 
courtyard (controlled 
exterior space)  
Each room has direct 
relationship with the 
courtyard (controlled 
exterior space)  
Each room has 
direct relationship 
with the central hall 
(controlled exterior 
space)  
Each room has 
direct 
relationship 
with the 
courtyard 
Each room has 
direct  
relationship with 
the courtyard 
Each room has 
direct relationship 
with   the  central 
hall 
Strong, direct 
relationship with 
the outside 
(surroundings). 
Each room has 
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circulation      
space 
Through courtyard    
and around courtyard 
Through courtyard 
and Around courtyard 
Through courtyard    
and around 
courtyard 
Through 
courtyard and 
around 
courtyard 
Around the 
central hall 
Through  the 
central hall 
Around the central 
hall through the 
central hall 
direct relationship 
with the corridor 
 
Circulation Indirect buffer zone 
between public and 
private (street and the 
house) 
Indirect buffer zone 
between public and 
private (street and the 
house) 
Indirect buffer zone 
between public and 
private (street and 
the house) 
 Direct from 
outside located at 
one elevation of 
the central hall 
 Direct circulation 
using   corridors  
and lobbies 
Entrance Very strict separation 
between  spaces used 
by males and females 
Very strict separation 
between spaces used 
by males and females 
Very strict 
separation between 
spaces used by 
males and females 
No strict 
separation 
between sexes 
No strict 
separation 
between sexes 
Very strict 
separation 
between spaces 
used by males and 
females 
Direct from outside 
Social aspect  
of design 
Privacy was 
considered 
Privacy was 
considered 
Privacy was 
considered 
Privacy is not 
considered 
externally 
Privacy is not 
considered 
externally 
Privacy was 
considered 
No strict separation 
between sexes 
Privacy  No windows exist in 
front in the interior 
The important 
opening of the house 
is the largest one, 
positioned on the 
ceiling of the living 
area; it is about 1m 
by 1m and it is the 
only source of light. 
   Privacy is not 
considered 
externally 
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Table 6-3: Comparison between the urban context of the Five types of houses. 
 (Pre-Colonial Era ) Colonial Era Post-Colonial Era 
Interior 
space 
Type A: The 
courtyard house 
in the coastal 
region 
Type B:  
The courtyard house 
in the mountains 
region 
Type C: 
The courtyard house 
in the desert region 
The courtyard 
house 
Type D: 
The central-hall house 
The courtyard 
house 
Type E:  
The new modern house 
 
Ceiling 
   
 
  
 
High or low 2.5m to 3.5m high. The bedrooms are 1.8m 
high and storage rooms  
 High (more than 4.5 
metres) 
High (more than 
3.5-metres) 
Convenient height (3.5-
3.75 metres) 
Flat Vaulted, domed living area can be two 
storeys high up to 5m 
Flat Vaulted Flat Flat 
   Flat, Iron beams   
Floor Stone tile floor  Stone Tiles Tiles Tiles Tiles 
Wall details Wall cupboards 
(recess in walls) 
Wall cupboards Wall cupboards  Wall cupboards  Plain simple walls 
Window seats No windows exist in 
front the interior of the 
troglodytes. 
Windows are few and 
exist in many shapes, 
such as a rectangular 
opening 15cm×25cm, and 
a triangle shape 
20cm×20cm×75cm; 
there is no glass or 
shutters for the small 
openings 
 (Recess in walls)   
Niches About 50cm 
to 70cm thick  
 Window seats   
Wall 
thickness 
50cm to 60cm Foundation is about 60 
to 80cm 
25cm  to 35cm. 90-100cm with vaulted 
roofs 
40m to 50cm 20cm 
Rooms Range 1-10 Range 1-10 Range 1-10  Range 1-11 Range 1-4 Range 3-15 
Mode 3 rooms Mode 3 rooms Mode 3 rooms  Mode 4 rooms  Mode 7 rooms 
 Some rooms 
confined to 
specific function 
Rectangular or 
square rooms 
Some rooms confined 
to specific function 
Rectangular rooms 
Increased number 
Some rooms confined 
to specific function 
Rectangular rooms 
Increased number 
Some rooms 
confined to 
specific function 
Square room 
 
Some rooms confined to 
specific function 
Rectangular or square 
rooms 
Increased number 
Some rooms 
confined to 
specific function 
Rectangular 
rooms 
Increased 
number 
Identical in shape and size 
rectangular or square 
rooms. Some rooms 
confined to specific 
function 
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Kitchen 
 
Small kitchen 
- Not all kitchens 
equipped 
with piped water 
- Located at the 
rear of  the house 
Small kitchen 
Sometimes cooking is 
carried out in the 
courtyard 
- Not all kitchens 
equipped 
with piped water 
- Located at the rear of 
the house 
Small kitchen 
- Not all kitchens 
equipped 
with piped water 
- Located at the rear of 
the house 
Large kitchen 
Some modern 
cooking 
equipment 
Equipped with 
piped water 
Large kitchen 
–Some modern 
cooking 
equipment 
- Equipped with 
piped water and 
ceramic tiles on the 
floor and walls 
Small kitchen  
All kitchens 
equipped with 
piped water 
Ceramic tiles on 
the floor and 
walls 
 
Large kitchen 
-Some modern cooking 
equipment 
- Equipped with piped water 
ceramic tiles on the floor and 
walls 
Bathroom 
 
One bathroomNot 
all bathrooms 
equipped with 
piped water 
One bathroom 
 
One bathroom 
- Not all bathrooms 
equipped with piped 
water 
One bathroom 
-Not all 
bathrooms 
equipped with 
piped water 
One to two 
bathrooms 
- Not all bathrooms 
equipped with 
piped 
water 
One bathroom 
- Not all bathrooms 
equipped with 
piped water 
Two bathrooms 
- Equipped with piped water, 
washbasin, shower , two 
bidets 
Balconies No balconies No balconies No balconies Small open 
balconies 
Large open 
balconies 
Commonly used 
No balconies - Small open balconies 
- Rarely used 
Building 
materials 
 
- Stone, brick 
- Sand-cement 
block 
-Wood 
Rubble stone for walls 
of the entrance also. 
Hard limestone used to 
construct the bearing 
walls and foundations 
of the entrance. Clay 
soil and lime used as 
mortar and plastering 
of the walls and roof, 
and also used in 
decoration work in the 
rooms. 
- Mud brick for 
constructing wall, 
wood palm wood 
(Sunnour) for ceilings, 
beams and for the 
fenestration system. 
Filler materials used as 
fillers for ceilings such 
as small stones, mud, 
and lime. 
 
 
- Cement block 
- Sand-cement 
brick cement 
- Steel 
- Wood 
 - Sand - cement - block - sand- 
- Cement - brick 
- Cement – Steel - Wood  
- Paint Glass Marble 
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Another notable difference lies in the appearance of the house elevations. Traditional 
houses were usually no more than singe-storeyed buildings, which was because of a lack 
of sufficient constructions that could support more than one storey. It was also difficult 
to construct basements since there was no technology to facilitate them in the construction 
of traditional houses. Extensions in the traditional house were made inwards (by 
construction of additional rooms within the confines of the house compound), while 
extensions in the modern housing system tend to incline ‘outwardly’. Utilisation of pre-
stressed concrete has enabled the building of modern multi-storey buildings, where each 
storey possessed the same height. This was possible because there was enough technology 
to construct strong establishments that could sustain floors of standardised size and 
weight. It was customary in the traditional setting to ensure a building became slimmer 
as it increased in size in an effort to reduce the weight on the walls that supported the 
load. Furthermore, additional storeys would have to be smaller in area and height. Higher 
ceilings were also preferred for accommodation purposes in the traditional houses due to 
the need to maximise ventilation and to decrease the building up of heat from the sun. 
The kitchen 
Kitchen facilities in both houses served different functions. In the extensive traditional 
houses, a kitchen courtyard was separate, was used for cooking, and had other areas for 
servicing other activities such as baking, and storing pans and cooking pots. Smaller 
kitchens would comprise of a tiny open room and a door. There were various ways to 
store food depending on how susceptible they were to insects and the sun. Some 
containers having foodstuffs could be hung in the sheltered side of the Central Hall 
House, while others might be kept in cupboards, which had meshed grilles that could 
permit ventilation but deny insects. Water for washing was heated by fire. 
 
Generally speaking, kitchens receive great attention from both the owner and the 
designer. The quality of the finished kitchen has improved and instead of a bare, plastered 
wall, ceramic tiles with different shapes and different colours are used. The level of 
ventilation inside the kitchen has also improved; instead of only opening to a narrow, 
light well; 'Manwar', additional mechanical ventilation is used to circulate the air and to 
extract the smell of cooking. In addition to the improvements outlined above modern 
cooking equipment and furniture are installed in the kitchen, which has led to a 
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considerable increase in the kitchen size of most of post-colonial housing. The typical 
kitchen will now have as standard fittings, a gas or electric cooker, a refrigerator, a 
washing machine and a dishwasher. 
 
The kitchen is different in the modern house. There are two kitchens, with one used for 
cooking to ensure smells do not engulf the living room, and the other for preparing and 
serving the cooked food. This second kitchen could also be used by the family members 
to have a quick meal without having to sit formally in the dining area. Separate ventilation 
and cooker hoods would be used in the small modern houses where there was limited 
possibility of having an external kitchen. Apart from the arrangement of the modern and 
traditional kitchen, major differences lie in the appliances used in the modern kitchen, 
which include ovens, freezers, refrigerators, dishwasher and cookers, among others. 
The bathroom 
 
The sanitary standards of bathrooms are much more advanced than those built in the 
colonial area of the city, although the equipment is the same. The difference in standards 
is due to the following: 
(1) The availability of a water supply to each house. 
 (2) The number of qualified personnel to do the plumbing and carry out the installation 
of bathroom equipment has increased. 
(3) The quality of the installation work of bathroom equipment has improved, so that the 
leakage of water down the facade of the building – a common feature of most of the 
houses in the colonial areas – is rarely seen in these new homes. 
 
(4) The use of ceramic tiles for the walls and floor enables the residents to maintain higher 
standards of cleanliness within the bathroom. 
Bathrooms were usually located in certain areas of the residential unit, but nowadays, as 
a result of the improvements in sanitary standards, bathrooms are being introduced 
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adjacent to, or sometimes within, the sleeping rooms. The adoption of the bathroom as a 
part of the sleeping area is a revolutionary change in the design of housing. 
The balcony 
 
There has not been a significant change in peoples' attitudes towards the balcony. All 
balconies in the post-colonial buildings follow the same patterns as those in the colonial 
areas. They are all similar, with the exception that the new ones are provided with a 
protective device of either wooden or aluminium lattice work. 
The roof 
The roof maintains its function as an elevated open space surrounded by parapet walls. 
However, it seems that the roof of some of the new houses does not have the same role 
as it had in the traditional houses. This is due to the following reasons: 
 (1) There is an alternative space such as the courtyard in Al Hosh, or the private outdoor 
spaces in the villa type. 
 (2) As a result of the use of mechanical cooling devices, people are rarely sleeping on 
the roof. 
 (3) It is hard to maintain privacy on the roof, as a result of the different heights of the 
different post-colonial buildings. 
Differences appear in the construction of the roofs. In the traditional houses, roofs were 
terraced and shielded by a parapet wall, which was high enough to offer a barricade such 
that people from the street could not see those on the roofs. During summer when it was 
hot, the roof could be used for sleeping purposes, as it was the only area of the house that 
could offer comfort from the intense heat at that time. In contrast, modern house roof 
space can be used for recreational purposes, but this depends on the weather. Since there 
are air conditioning units in modern houses, the interior of the house is cooler and the 
presence of lower ceilings decreases the load on units. There are more differences in the 
traditional and modern houses, whereby there was the use of the palm tree in providing 
roofing timber for the joists. These comprised timber of length 10-12 feet, which made 
the traditional houses assume a uniform appearance on one side since they had a width 
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that was limited. The basis of the roofs was formed by use of mud and lattice of palm leaf 
to grip the lattice and joist together. Earth was then added (two layers) to give an 
absorbent coating that could trap penetrating rainwater which could have infiltrated the 
top layer, which was comprised of chopped straw mixture, ash and mud. This added layer 
helped rainwater to roll down the roof to gullies and eventually into wells, although it had 
a limited life. 
In contrast, the modern house roof is constructed from a variety of materials such as 
asphalt which coats concrete mixed with an earth layer. This layer cannot soak any 
precipitation due to its thin size, quite unlike the layer made from double earth used in 
the roof of traditional houses. In some modern houses, it is extremely difficult to access 
the under surface if water penetrates, since terrazzo tiles are used in roofs. (It is imperative 
to note that in Libya, building materials have a short lifespan due to the hot climate 
associated with the place.) Modern houses support heavy roofs because they have strong 
metal or concrete pillars that can withstand the weight. Although timber is accessible in 
Libya and can be used in the designing of modern houses, it is rarely used due to its high 
prices and it is also subject to rotting. 
The use of spaces 
People, especially females, spend most of their time inside the residential unit, cooking, 
sitting, sleeping, watching etc. Each of these activities is conducted in a specific space 
within the house. 
Although most people are attracted to the western way of life, adopting many western 
habits, they still practise the traditional norms and customs to some extent, such as sitting 
and eating on the floor. It is commonly seen that both types of furniture, the traditional 
(carpets, rugs, mattresses, cushions) and the western (sofa, tables and chairs) are used in 
the same residential unit. 
The lifestyle in the newly built residential units has become less flexible, as a result of 
the introduction of this furniture which has committed each space to a specific purpose. 
The multi-functional spaces, an essential characteristic of the traditional house, are no 
longer found in the modern houses. Each room is designed for one primary function. 
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It is interesting to note here that the adoption of mechanical cooling systems such as air-
conditioners, as the most practical means of achieving thermal comfort inside the house, 
has affected the utilisation of space in the house. For instance, it causes the occupier not 
to prefer one particular space over another within the house, an essential feature of the 
living environment of the traditional building. 
 
The exterior features of the buildings 
 
The rectangular facade with small square or rectangular openings is the major 
characteristic of the post-colonial houses and colonial houses. The glazed windows with 
aluminium frames have become the predominant feature of the openings of all houses 
built in the post-colonial part and colonial part of the city. This continued until the early 
1980s, when a few elements of the traditional architecture such as 'Mashrabiah' or 
'Roshan', and treatment of roof lines, began to emerge. 
Regarding exteriors, major differences emerge in the use of openings such as vents of 
windows or doors. As Figure 4-35 and chapter four assert, it was customary to keep 
external openings to a minimum in traditional houses. The goal was to protect the privacy 
of the family; and to permit air and light to enter the accommodation. In the modern 
house, the inner open area is absent due to the ‘solid’ cube nature of construction 
prevalent in the modern house, and the absence of a courtyard. For this reason, ‘openings’ 
are placed on the outside and, to some degree, screening by external fences or walls offers 
shelter from heat and light. A shrubbery (planted in the courtyard and sustained by 
fountains) could also be used to give shade from the heat and light. 
Air conditioners bear the greatest responsibility in reducing heat effects in modern 
houses. Blinds, as well as sun shutters, are used to offer protection from the sun’s glare. 
Regarding conservation of energy, the traditional house leads the modern house in the 
sense that traditional houses did not have to rely on electricity to run the air conditioning 
units. Traditional houses relied on natural resources for ventilation, which required no 
reliance on artificial sources of energy. One example is the window shutters and the 
roshan. 
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The roshan could be adjusted to act as a sun deflector and to trap currents of air, while 
the former blew air into the house and passed it using a ducts system to serve adjacent 
rooms. The courtyard had a significant role in that it offered the needed privacy to the 
family as interior openings did not require closure unless the weather was extreme 
(winter, rain and dust storms). 
All traditional houses had similar exteriors. A coating of chopped straw and mud enclosed 
the external walls, irrespective of whether they were built from mud or stone. Modern 
house exteriors exhibit major differences (in addition to size, design and shape), which 
range from decorated furnishings to their block walls of concrete. There are observable 
tones of individuality as there are instances of wood, limestone and marble in texture 
furnishes. Differences are prevalent in the interior walls too. Gypsum, which offered 
some insulation scale from outside heat, was used to coat walls in the traditional houses. 
Insulating materials are used to line walls in modern houses, characteristically between 
the inner and outer skins of the walls. Plastered planes are subsequently emulsion, 
wallpapered or covered in fabric or timber. The interior of the modern house has trunking 
built inside walls to hold the many pipes and power wires that are needed to power the 
house. 
The traditional architectural elements appeared first in the new buildings; to cover the 
openings and balconies later on, this phenomenon spread throughout the buildings in the 
city, especially in those buildings facing the main roads. It is believed that the 
municipality originally adopted this idea and imposed it, in one way or another, 
throughout the city. 
 
One of the first examples of such use is seen in the central Municipality Building. It 
consists of four apartment buildings, three storeys each, the main elevations being joined 
and covered with wooden lattice work similar, to some extent, to that of traditional 
buildings from the mid-1970s until the early 2010s, witnessing various changes as far as 
the colour and materials were concerned. Limestone blocks were used to cover the whole 
or some part of the elevation of the buildings at a certain time, and marble was used for 
another. Lately the white colour recommended by the municipality is being used. This is 
not only happening in the post-colonial houses but in all the buildings throughout the city.  
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Relationship between internal and external spaces 
The post-colonial houses followed, more or less, the same principles as those built in the 
colonial part of the city. Apart from the villa type, the relationship between the interior 
and exterior spaces is kept to the minimum in most of the houses built in the post-colonial 
areas of the city. The visual relationship is the only opportunity provided for the 
apartment building occupants. 
In the villa type, as described in chapter six, the private outdoor spaces enabled the 
occupants to have a reasonable relationship between the interior and exterior spaces, 
enabling them to extend some of their activities to outdoor spaces, a matter which has 
made the villa type the most desirable house type in the city. 
 
 
Building materials 
The differences in techniques of building the houses contribute to the difference in the 
overall time taken to build the two kinds of houses. The traditional house had a simple 
design and therefore took less time to build (about three months). In sharp contrast, the 
modern house takes about twice the duration of the traditional house due to a complex 
design (such as a basement) and the need to treat some building materials, e.g. concrete 
products. ‘Natural’ building materials, which were not susceptible to climate, were used 
to construct the traditional house  
With the increased demand for housing in the 1970s, many different building materials 
are used in the city. Some are produced in the country, such as cement, steel, aluminium, 
gypsum, etc., and the others are imported as the local production cannot meet market 
needs. 
Concrete, cement blocks, sand cement bricks, glass and aluminium are the main building 
materials used in the construction of the post-colonial houses. The national traditional 
building materials are completely abandoned in the post-colonial part of the city. 
Micro-climate 
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Protection from the hot effect of the sun was achieved by the proximity of one traditional 
house to another. This was duly achieved by the courtyard which provided much-needed 
shade from the sun, since the courtyard decreased the surface area that was exposed to 
radiation from the sun, and hence decreasing solar gain. Ventilation was increased by the 
presence of the narrow alleyways that stood between houses. The alleyways were also 
used by pedestrians for access and for making deliveries by small carts. 
In sharp contrast, no such protection from radiation of the sun is offered by modern 
houses. This is because the houses are spaced widely in a detached manner (villa-style). 
Traditional houses had spaces on the inside, unlike the modern ones that keep spaces to 
the perimeter. Modern houses also have wide streets that allow motor vehicles to pass 
and thus increasing further the ‘between houses space’, in the process leaving no room 
for shelter for people on foot. 
According to Abdulmalek (2006, p.40) there is no doubt that the climate context had an 
impact on numerous architectural and construction elements. However, many elements 
that characterise architecture could also be explained by socio-cultural conditions. 
As noted above and previously in Chapter 4, and as a result of analysis, social culture is 
an important factor in the design of houses. Consequently, architects and civil engineers 
should follow these guidelines during the design of houses. These guidelines are divided 
into two levels; firstly, internal design and secondly, external 
Social customs 
Traditionally, houses were constructed in a way that necessitated neighbours maintaining 
contact, a trend that is fast disappearing in the construction of modern houses. This 
process was facilitated by the fact that local societies were well established and this 
contributed to the sustenance of the extended family tradition. This tradition saw 
generations of families living under one roof, which is contrary to the modern setting, 
whereby families prefer to live in small ‘nuclear’ units. Traditionally, families had no 
need to demonstrate their status using ostentatious exteriors. Nowadays, material 
differences in the traditional setting are revealed by the interior fixtures or fittings. 
Modern housing systems put emphasis on big spaces, which discourage interaction 
between neighbours, where there is no shading to offer protection from the sun’s effects. 
Furthermore, local communities appear ‘new’ due to the emerging concept of nuclear 
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families. Modern families residing in the area seem to have the same status socio-
economically, a factor that tends to make them demonstrate their individual affluence 
through ostentatious house designs and exteriors. 
Economics 
Layout plans of traditional houses that were more compressed decreased building land 
that could sustain housing developments. This translated to a knock-on consequence on 
building land price and the infrastructure costs. The modern housing system has seen the 
increase of land demand as people incline to demonstrate their individual status, raising 
concern over housing space. This can be depicted by the action taken by the Libyan 
government to impose a limit on the size of allowable building plots (500m2/house). The 
government’s intention was to lower pressure on house-building land, as well as 
maintaining land prices, since there were resultant requirements for government finances 
to sustain home possession. Additionally, development of modern housing devoured 
additional resources through the need to ensure the provision of public amenities, in 
conjunction with necessary infrastructure (mains water, roads, gas, electricity, and 
sewage/drainage). Modern trends also contributed to the need for additional housing units 
since a big traditional family, which could live under one roof, had now been sub-divided 
into smaller units (resulting in several nuclear families). 
6.5.1 Patterns of privacy in the modern Libyan house 
 
The change was not limited to the exterior, but the interior plan of the house was also 
changed from a closed, hierarchical plan to an open plan. As many western patterns of 
life and architectural plans spread, distinctive radical patterns of privacy started to fade, 
first in Tripoli and larger urban areas and later in smaller cities and villages. The new 
houses opened their windows onto the streets, the pattern of a central courtyard was 
abandoned, the old low-rise houses were overlooked by the new high-rise apartments, 
and the new fashion of open reception and kitchen spaces used by a new generation of 
educated architects. 
Many social changes also helped the transformation. Increasingly, participation of 
women in social activities blurred the sharp boundaries of this section of society from the 
male section. The process of westernisation, which easily became the dominant culture 
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of intellectuals and upper class of society, transferred to the middle class too. The 
urbanisation process and rural-urban migration, rapid population growth, decline of 
extended families and demand for housing by young couples and nuclear families on one 
hand, and housing problems for low-income families on the other hand, was simultaneous 
with the development of modern architecture and construction methods. The boundaries 
within the house were removed one after another, and the pattern spread not only into the 
houses of all sections of society in large urban areas, but also to smaller cities. 
Contemporary Tripoli, for example, is a mixture of both the recent forms of modern 
houses and apartments, and people from all backgrounds adapted to modern patterns and 
plans. 
 
According to Mazumdar and Mazumdar's (1994) societal values and architecture model, 
the prevalence of a type of architectural artefact in a society has a reciprocal cause and 
effect relationship between architecture and social values. This has a very clear 
manifestation in modern Libyan architecture in terms of the open-plan kitchen as a 
distinctive element in many recently constructed houses or apartments in Libya. Although 
it was introduced and seen in Libyan buildings from the early 1970s, the prevailing 
movement began in the mid-1980s starting from private, high-value, modern apartments 
in Tripoli and gradually opening out to every newly built house and apartment throughout 
the country. In this scenario, the new generation of architects, public media, especially 
TV programmes, and modern social trends and lifestyle among people all played a part. 
 
As privacy is found less and less in recent buildings, people in many cases mediate the 
house and maintain their privacy in different ways; windows to the street are mostly 
covered with thick curtains; immediate opening of entrance door inside the apartment is 
mediated by a removable partition or wooden shelves; balconies are left unutilised or 
added to the room. Enclosing the house within high walls still functions in single one- or 
two-storey houses to manifest a boundary for the house. In many areas, even the entrance 
door is covered by a curtain from inside. The reception room is still an important element 
in the Libyan house, although a separate room is replaced by an unseen pattern of privacy. 
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In the smaller urban areas and villages, traditional patterns of privacy are still visible. 
Open-plan houses are less common and the use of separate reception room is still 
practised. In large cities, the case is more complicated. While lack of privacy in recently 
built houses and apartments is unsatisfactory for a group of people, another group 
demands the more fashionable, open interior plans. A desired level of privacy is achieved 
for both groups through either permanent alterations or temporary remedies. One popular 
element is the 'curtain', which provides a visual barrier as well as separate spaces. It is 
used in different places as a visual disconnection between the interior and exterior of the 
house, in front of windows and the entrance door, and also as a temporary means for 
space division to separate men and women inside the house. Removable wooden 
partitions and sliding doors are more fashionable instances. For many people who want 
to both take advantage of modern lifestyle and balance it with the traditional pattern of 
privacy, a curtain provides a visual barrier for the female household in the open-plan 
kitchen whenever necessary. 
 
In some modern apartments a variety of privacy-regulating architectural elements are 
designed in the plan; elements such as L-shaped or twisted living and reception rooms; 
positioning of a wall opposite the entrance door to cut the view; floor-level differentiation 
of interior spaces; clustering of bedrooms and family area around one common corridor; 
locating the reception area at the nearest place to the entrance door; two toilets and 
bathrooms, one for family use and the other near the reception area. 
 
Though the comparison of the modern and traditional house is not exhaustive, it is, 
however, anticipated to provide an indication of the numerous respects through which 
accommodation and family life differed. The differences are key to the current study as 
they highlight issues regarding Libya’s modern housing system and the degree to which 
it is attuned to cultural traditions in Libya.  
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6.6 Contemporary Architecture of Tripoli 
For centuries, house form, living patterns, and building techniques stayed unchanged in 
many parts of Libya. On entering the 20th century, Libya, like many other countries, was 
involved with radical political, economic, and social changes. The modernisation process 
of the country had a profound influence on the built environment generally, and house 
form particularly. In parallel with other changes in urban space, building forms 
transformed from one- or two-storey, inward-looking courtyard houses, to higher, 
outward-looking buildings, although still enclosed within a walled courtyard, to high-rise 
apartments (Madanipour, 1998). 
 
The construction process in many Libyan cities has secreted many actions and condensed 
efforts in an attempt to combine Moorish architectural heritage and modern works. 
However, the current architectural output does not show signs of optimism. Although it 
is difficult to generalise regarding the various Libyan cities, many modern architectural 
trends exist within North Africa that relate to its Moorish architectural heritage (Mohmed, 
1995).  
This chapter sheds some light on the architecture of the city, taking into consideration the 
various stages that the architecture has passed through. It discusses the overall 
architectural trends and styles in Tripoli. It also deals with the question of the extent to 
which traditional architecture is understood. They are as follows. 
 
The First Trend: Random architecture 
 
This trend is visible in what the Arabic architect Al Jadraji named ‘Grotsky’ or ‘bizarre’. 
He did not hesitate to say that this trend is funny/sad because it is a mixture of traditional 
and national elements at random, with no standards nor a true academic knowledge. It is 
a trend that goes back to assigning large architectural projects in Libya to foreign 
companies who were extremely ignorant of the region’s architectural heritage and built 
unreasonably ugly buildings (Figure 6-10). 
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There have been several attempts to use elements from traditional architecture in the 
design of modern buildings in Libya. This approach influences the design of openings 
and facades more than the interior design of buildings. A borrowed mixture of styles has 
been used: modern, Indian, Islamic, Arabian and other styles, according to the desires and 
preferences of owners and clients (Mahgoub, 1997). Many houses, villas and commercial 
buildings have borrowed traditional features, such as arches, as symbols to reflect identity 
without investigating the intellectual content. 
  
Figure 6-10: New Private Housing in Tripoli 
Source: Fieldwork (2010) 
The Second Trend: Ornate Islamic architectural style 
The second trend is the ornate architectural trend. It aims to revive the features of the 
Moorish architectural heritage and minimise the negative aspects of the previous trends. 
However, it falls into the trap of replication and useless repetition. Hence, enriching 
contemporary architecture through the revival of architectural heritage seems to 
transform architecture into excessive and jammed forms and patterns, outbalancing one 
another, and losing technical and aesthetic values. The early 1960s in the Arab countries 
were marked by architects who attempted to reproduce modern architecture in a 
mechanical form, without taking into consideration that such architecture is not simply a 
model that can be copied, but rather the outcome of economic and technological 
development of profound social dimensions. Arab architectural production is dominated 
today by an approach that is concerned only with the external appearance of buildings 
and focuses on the formalism of the form alone. Thus, there is a spread of extravagant 
and conspicuous buildings, with poor taste being the common feature of most local 
production (Al Jadid, 1998) (Figure 6-11). 
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Figure 6-11: New buildings in Tripoli 
Source: Fieldwork (2010) 
Architects, as well as other people, thought that the use of 'mashrabiy' and arches in the 
facades of the buildings means that they have preserved the traditional and Islamic 
architecture. Also they thought that traditional and Islamic architecture represents 
architecture of aesthetic, decoration, and ornamentation, without grasping the traditional 
and cultural dimensions that produced the architecture and without understanding the real 
meaning of the spaces that responded to social aspiration. Nowadays, if any building has 
'mashrabiy', people call it a traditional building, even if it is built with reinforced concrete; 
and if it has arches, they call it an Islamic building or Islamic architecture. This has made 
most architects imitate some details and elements from the traditional houses and use 
arches, even decorated arches with coloured tiles. In fact the traditional architectural 
heritage has wavered between imitation and derivation from original sources of 
inspiration, and it suffers, in practice (Ibrahem, 1986). 
This trend adopted, in all its attempts, the principle of Islamic style and decoration 
simplification and did not go deeper than that to illustrate the concepts of Islamic 
architectural values. This means that this type relied on imitating some decorations 
without researching the foundation for this type of architecture in depth. The use of 
certain arches, geometric shapes or progressive interfaces is but a distortion of the idea 
of the Islamic style revival. The primary goal should be to attain the substance and analyse 
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it in order to form a philosophy that would help in the development of architecture; this 
cannot be achieved without a real understanding of the spirit of Islamic architecture.  
The Third Trend: The international Style of architecture 
This style is found in government housing, slum housing and formal housing. With 
respect to government housing, the political system sought to create public housing that 
embraced rapid designs and implementation. These houses were next to each other on the 
same road. The same architectural style was duplicated in all cities; a duplication that was 
not commensurate with the requirements of the surrounding environment, because the 
construction of these houses was controlled by construction rules and regulations that 
were borrowed from abroad. Hence, the areas where these houses were built became like 
residential building forests (Figure 6-12). Slum housing, on the other hand, does not have 
a specific nature. The architectural standard is slightly lesser than government housing; 
rather, it is very close with the same materials and construction methods being used. It is 
also worth noting that the facades of these buildings do not follow a specific pattern; 
rather they follow the horizontal projection because most of these areas are not designed 
by an architect (Figure 6-13). Formal architecture, for which building permits are issued, 
reflects the global architecture and is governed by construction laws that determine the 
height, which should not exceed 35 metres. However, the proprietors of real estate 
buildings went beyond the limits of private property laws, with respect to height, sky-
lights and projections, because their real purpose is to achieve the greatest return on their 
investment, regardless of whether the building meets the tenants’ requirements and needs. 
The result was a western architecture devoid of identity (Masana, 1988). 
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Figure 6-12: Public housing in the Tripoli City Alkwag neighbourhood project 
 
Figure 6-13: Formal architecture real estate buildings. We notice that the architects 
went beyond the limits of skylights and heights. Tripoli City Towers 
Source: Fieldwork (2010) 
Studies revealed that the buildings built by the government to resolve the housing 
problem and which contain a number of apartments emerged in the wake of World War 
II in Europe to try to resolve the housing crisis. They spread all over the cities to the 
villages, despite the fact that developed countries have prevented the establishment of 
such types of projects outside certain boundaries. As a matter of fact, studies and research 
proved the failure of this type of housing for many reasons, including that it causes an 
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imbalance in the urban environment as a result of the disintegration of the urban fabric, 
the lack of privacy, high crime rates, the lack of neighbourly relationships and the rising 
neighbourhood problems. Hence, this architectural design contrasts with our reality 
because our original values and concepts were replaced by imported models; glass 
facades became the characteristic of the time. Moreover, air-conditioners replaced natural 
climate means; the result was that our buildings are no longer in harmony with the 
surrounding and environmental influences (Masana, 1988). 
 
One study revealed that Libyan architecture lacks the character and identity that 
distinguishes it. The design of the buildings is unsuccessful and the materials and 
components used vary without resorting to any determinants, because its particulars, 
composition and concepts are borrowed from various styles and fantasies. Hence, this 
created a disastrous urban architecture and planning. In other words, there is no 
agreeability between the buildings and the purpose behind their construction. Moreover, 
today’s buildings have worse foundations and design of space and do not take into 
account the social needs – such as privacy. There is also the absence of some important 
functional spaces, disunity between the design and use as well as disunity with the 
society. The desire to save money came at the expense of usage. Furthermore, the 
architecture is characterised by duplications, the similarity of architectural works in order 
to save money, and the lack of harmony with the surrounding environment and thus, a 
lack of comfort inside the building (Al-Talesy, 1985). 
 
Another study also revealed that the current designs and façade-shaping process 
depend on personal emotions and impressions which led to the lack of a general character 
and personal characteristics of the contemporary Libyan city’s architecture. This is 
clearly shown in the funny carnival seen in the facades shaping, and the violation and 
distortion in every way. All of that only reflects individuality, indifference and chaos of 
architectural configurations, which led to the lack and loss of the general Libyan city’s 
character (Abdulhameed, 2001). 
The bottom line is that this design pattern, which governs the contemporary 
Libyan city’s architecture, lacks the identity and character because it is associated with 
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western laws and concepts that are alien to the society. Hence, it succeeded in developing 
a general policy for Libyan architecture and to change the architectural thought 
definitively, which made it difficult to change the current situation. This fact, inevitably, 
led to an architecture that is devoid of identity and which does not reflect the values and 
habits of the population associated with the teachings and values derived from Islamic 
law. 
The Fourth Trend: Neotraditional (an interpretation of traditional architecture) 
 
The goal of non-traditional architecture was to revitalise the architectural heritage of the 
past, and to use its features to stress the identity and architectural style of the area. Asfour 
(2004) titled this period ‘Regional Modernism’, which is a period of declining modernism 
and a revival of modern traditional architecture. The idea behind this style is to signify 
local identity and traditional characteristics, and to present local history and heritage 
through the built environment. Nevertheless, this movement was a compliment to the 
previous movement towards modernism, which resulted in traditional architecture being 
presented with modern sensibility. 
Some local architects tried to use elements from traditional housing and regional 
architecture to establish a new design identity. Some apartment housing executed by 
Almutawain in 2005 used traditional Libyan elements such as the courtyard area and 
some decorative features. In Ghadames city, many of the buildings built during the 1970s 
were replaced by new buildings using architectural features assumed to be more related 
to the region. Some of these attempts were successful while others were overdone. 
Nevertheless, traditional architectural features offer dramatic metaphors for regional 
forms of shelter, as well as rational responses to the harsh climate, giving modernism a 
subtle but telling shove in the direction of regionalism (Abel, 2000: 174) (Figure 6-14, 
Figure 6-15 and Figure 6-16). 
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Figure 6-14:  
To withdraw from the familiar and from the stereotypes that are characteristic of the 
Libyan house, architect Nasr moved beyond the typical Libyan house to try to create 
complementarity between the villa and the wall in a visual composition uncommon within the 
residential environment of the Libyan. Simultaneously, he tried to establish a horizontal-space 
house associated with the values prevailing within the residential environment for centuries: 
space is left between the inside and the outside, and the focus is on the inside, with particular 
emphasis on privacy. 
Source: Al-myrat (2007) 
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Figure 6-15: A house that is indicative of the generation eager to withdraw from the 
traditional Libyan home, although the impact of social traditions is clear with regard to visual 
and spatial composition of the house, and some typical decorative elements are employed. 
Source: Al-myrat (2007) 
Houses designed by Nasr Mgrbyin in the 2000s (Al-myrat, 2007) 
 
 
Figure 6-16: Modern buildings utilising traditional features 
Source: Fieldwork (2010) 
Post colonial architecture in Libya       Chapter six 
223 
These building complexes demonstrate a close interconnectedness between the 
characteristic of the traditional environment and contemporary architecture. Tent 
architecture, in which the traditional function of the tent is given exciting contemporary 
forms, is one of the oldest and most appropriate architectural systems in the region. For 
the National Hotel in Tripoli (2009), the architect used the idea of the tent by 
incorporating an elaborate structure partly covered by a large tent roof. The tent can be 
construed as symbolic of the desert environment (Figure 6-17). 
 
 
Figure 6-17: The tent as an identity feature in modern architecture in Libya: The National 
Hotel in Tripoli 
Source: Municipality of Tripoli 
The headquarters for the Marine Operating Company in Bangazi, designed in 1996 by 
Jung/Brannen with Ardalan and Mandala International, is an attempt to integrate cultural 
traditions into a contemporary office complex by adding covered interior spaces and 
interior gardens. The design concept artistically and authoritatively reinterprets the 
traditions of this ancient land, drawing on its inexhaustible fountainheads of archetypal 
imagery, metaphors and symbols to preserve a cumulative memory for the future 
(Ardalan, 1993: 37). Ardalan (cited in Kultermann, 1999: 199) wrote about the revelation 
of the internal garden: ‘The enclosed Paradise Garden theme pervades and inspires the 
most poignant metaphors in Islamic cultures towards man’s harmonious relationship with 
nature.’ 
Many malls and office buildings have exploited the concept of an internal courtyard 
covered with a light structure, creating a strong relationship there with environment — 
for example, the Andalus Mall in Tripoli, the Zaltin Mall and Wafi Centre in Tripoli, and 
the Marina Mall in Al Ain (Figure 6-18). 
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Zaltin University Campus 
 
  
Andalus Mall 
Figure 6-18: Courtyard design concept in modern architecture in Libya 
Source: Municipality of Tripoli 
 
After studying the architectural styles of the Libyan city, the question that raises itself is 
whether the contemporary Libyan architecture has a clear identity or not? In order to 
answer this question, it is necessary to identify the architectural styles that were 
previously researched. These can be illustrated as follows:  
x The international style of architecture uses modern materials and methods of 
construction. This style was adopted by architects who studied abroad and were affected 
by those countries. Therefore, their work resembled the international architecture or 
came as an imitation of western architects. Hence, the designer missed our values and 
habits due to the imitation and replication of buildings that were designed for other 
communities and traditions. As a result, the buildings were tied to a new urban fabric 
which is free, opened to the outside, and does not reflect the inherent human relations; 
social isolation appeared, tenants’ relationships weakened, and privacy within and 
between buildings was lost. The buildings all looked boringly alike and did not connect 
to the surrounding environment. Likewise, the indoor natural environment was replaced 
by an artificially cooled one. Moreover, the western building ordinance does not help 
to create buildings that fit the social and humanitarian requirements of our society; 
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rather, it created similarly patterned westernised buildings. Hence, our architecture lost 
its distinctive character and, subsequently, its identity (Mohammed, 1989). 
 
x Neotraditional (an interpretation of traditional architecture): Designing this type 
resulted from the logic that Libya enjoys a distinct architectural heritage. This heritage 
is the product of the ancestors' experiences and their work with local building materials 
and under humane conditions. This style is a confirmation of the local identity amid 
foreign architectural patterns, streams, and styles which appeared in Libya. The latter 
were able to change the image of the city by moving it away from its urban roots and 
heritage. The means to adopt this style is by using the same traditional materials and 
construction methods. 
 
x With respect to the revival of the Islamic architectural style: This pattern adopted the 
principle of Islamic style and decoration simplification, and did not go deeper than that 
to illustrate the concepts and values of Islamic architecture. This style relied on 
imitating some architectural decorations without researching the foundation of this 
architecture in depth; hence, this style has a distorted identity. 
 
We conclude that, despite the three above mentioned styles of contemporary Libyan 
architecture (see Figure 6-16, Figure 6-17 and Figure 6-18), architecture is devoid of 
identity and place. Therefore, it is no longer possible to identify a clear, general, and 
comprehensive trend that represents the identity of contemporary architecture. The reason 
for that is the ongoing decline, which did not give any of these styles a rich and beautiful 
modality that characterises this period of time in Libyan history; it only bestowed on it 
buildings that look like matchboxes and have poor aesthetics. We can notice in most – or 
all – neighbourhoods that the adjacent buildings are inconsistent and vary in direction, 
concept, expressive language and building materials, although differences in trends 
usually occur as a result of different environments, different times or different 
communities during a single period of time. In other words, we can argue that 
contemporary architecture, due to repetitive designs, resulted in more monotonous forms 
and boredom to our streets and cities; architectural and artistic chaos became familiar. 
Moreover, it no longer relates to the environment in terms of location and climate (Figure 
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6-12). In other words, it is no longer appropriate to the basic environmental requirements, 
social conditions, and cultural values of our society. 
 
6.6.1 Libyan Architecture: Between the Positive and the Negative 
 
There is no doubt that the requirements of the era necessitate the development and 
adjustment of the architectural process in order to meet those requirements. At one stage, 
this was achieved by some modern architectural buildings through the provision of a large 
number of administrative or commercial offices within the towers’ buildings and large 
shopping malls. In contrast, in this era, modern architecture lost much of its form and 
substance, as well as the basis upon which traditional architecture was found and survived 
for hundreds of years. 
x modern architecture in Libya has lost its distinctiveness 
x it became possible to inspect the depth of the house with the naked eye 
x open space no longer exists in modern residential units and in most houses 
x the architectural styles of modern building facades differ 
x the inconsistency of designs and colours has become a dominant feature 
x building facades have lost their traits as plastic art as a result of the disadvantages 
of design individuality with regard to the architectural process of the facades 
x the social relationships and the peculiarities that the old residential areas enjoyed 
have been lost as a result of the construction of high residential towers and the 
detachment of buildings from one another. 
 
 
In other words, Libyan architecture is currently experiencing numerous violations and 
contrasts with regard to facade designs. The building facades and their architectural 
designs are more like a carnival, as a result of the engineers’ aspiration to distinction 
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through their designs, without taking into account the general properties of the street and 
the region as a whole. 
 
Moreover, one of the disadvantages of modern architecture in Libya is the breakup of 
social urban unity. Residential areas are shared by the population, but the unity that the 
old neighbourhood enjoyed no longer exists. New homes have been built according to 
western regulations, increasing social separation within the residential units. Social 
separation has also increased outside the units. The facade, which used to face the internal 
surroundings, now overlooks the external street; this is true for both the residential unit 
and the surrounding units, known as the old neighbourhood. 
 
6.7 Conclusion 
Examination of housing developments in Libya exposed the major characteristics of each 
topology of the modern and traditional houses, which have witnessed evolutions over 
time. The analysis also assisted in acquiring comparisons of the three identified types of 
houses. Vital points were recognised after undertaking a literature review on the house 
types. The traditional courtyard came to the fore at the onset of the 20th century, the 
central hall emerged during the tenure of the Italians in Libya (1911-1942), and the 
modern house emerged during the 1950s. 
Below is a summary of the major subjects that were discussed in this chapter: 
1. The traditional courtyard house in Libya emerged as a result of an authentic expression 
of people’s inclination towards their surroundings. It was also an artefact that matured in 
harmony with the people’s beliefs, value and wishes. The evolution of the traditional 
design saw the development of solutions that were economical and acceptable socially 
towards provision of living environments that were convenient. 
2. The development of the traditional house has reached a situation where it has been 
accepted by the people. The abrupt change towards ‘extrovert’ from ‘introvert’ design 
concepts disregarded centuries of house progress that had been attained by trial and error, 
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while giving no attention to an objective evaluation of the traditional type. Conversion 
was rapid and unexpected. 
3. Italian merchants, politicians, bankers, and civil servants introduced the western villa 
type of house which came to be adopted. These people therefore played a significant role 
in sponsoring new styles of architecture and tastes. 
4. People contributed to the adoption of the extroverted layout (due to western 
architectural influence) in Libya. Architects also played the largest part since they 
introduced novel models of house designs. They adopted in their modern house designs, 
the international inclinations in architecture. 
 
This chapter has strived to put in perspective Libya’s modern housing. The population in 
Libya was increased due to expansion of the oil industry, and the rebuilding and 
providence of public services which led many people to come to Libya to work (from 
overseas). As opportunities for employment grew, and standards of living increased, 
Libyans got the chance to travel widely and therefore, gained novel ideas. Expectations 
of housing and modern living standards went up, which saw the increase of modern 
buildings. In Libya, housing finance was available and this contributed to the change in 
housing components in Libya, a shift from the former where one roof supported several 
generations, to one where only the immediate family was catered for. The strategy of 
urbanisation led to the sprouting of neighbourhoods with people from comparable 
backgrounds, and eventually an individuality cult. New building materials were available, 
and the availability of appliances that saved on labour contributed to the construction of 
houses that appeared different from the traditional ones that had been in existence for 
decades.  
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   Chapter 7:  Data Analysis and Findings Presentation 
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7.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter presents a detailed analysis of the collected data from the case study. The 
information on Libya’s population, education and economic situation presented in 
chapter two, provides a background for better understanding of the above criteria in 
relation with the study’s Statistical Population. 
 
The first analytical part is related to the factual information of the SPS, including age and 
number of family members in the residential unit. It then proceeded to obtain some data 
about the respondents’ previous and present residential environments, including their 
previous house, length of residence at the present house, number of rooms in the present 
house, level of satisfaction with the present house, and the amount of services in the 
neighbourhood. The second section of the questionnaire was only for house owners. It 
was designed to obtain information about the building such as its age and purpose, the 
number of residential units in the building and the building materials. It also sought to 
obtain information about the role of the house designer, the participation of the owner in 
the design of the house and any changes carried out in the residential unit. The fourth 
section was to be filled in by the researcher. It was designed to obtain information about 
the building type, area and construction type. 
 
The questionnaires consisted of four parts: 
1. questions personal information (6 questions) 
2. questions about Housing Choice and Preferences  (14 questions) 
3. questions Alterations Performed upon Houses by Residents (7 questions) 
4. questions related to the neighbourhood (9 questions) 
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7.2 Part One: Personal Information 
Q1. Age 
 
The broad range of ages of respondents will elicit a diversity of viewpoints as to how 
residents see their Houses and their neighbourhoods. The majority of respondents in the 
total sample (61%) were aged 50-59, while only 19 % of were aged 49 years or less. 
However, differences were found between the age groups of respondents in the three 
selected areas. As can be seen from Figure 8-1, about half of the respondents (47%) in 
Pre-colonial  were aged above (60yrs), while in Colonial and Post-colonial   area the 
majority of respondents (61 %) were aged 50-59 yrs. The median age of respondents in 
the Pre-colonial area was slightly higher (58 yrs) than that of the respondents in Colonial 
and Post-colonial   area (54 yrs). (See   
Figure 7-1). 
 
 
Figure 7-1Age of respondents 
Q2. Academic Education Level: 
 
The education system in Libya involves six years at primary school, three years at 
preparatory school and three years at secondary school.  
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Error! Reference source not found. show the education level of respondents, classified 
into five main groups: (1) those whose illiterate level is preparatory, (2) those with a 
Primary/prep education, (3) those with a secondary education, (4) those with a technical 
qualification (4) Those with an undergraduate academic qualification. 
 
In terms of the educational qualification of respondents, about 26% of respondents had 
attained  the secondary level of education, 23%  technical education, and  those who  
never went  beyond  basic education  level  accounted  for 21%  of the  total sample. In 
addition, although 15% of respondents had university degrees, those who were illiterate 
and had no education represented 14% of respondents. 
It can be concluded that, the largest group (49%) of respondents in the total sample had 
attained intermediate levels of education at technical institutions or secondary schools. 
Meanwhile, the share of respondents who bad attained technical education was 
considerably higher in the Colonial area and Post-colonial area (31%) compared to the 
Pre-colonial area (15%). This can be attributed to expansion in the technical education in 
the country since the mid-1980s onwards. 
It is noteworthy that, virtually all illiterates (95.5%) in the Pre-colonial area were aged 60 
years and above, and the remaining 4.5% were aged between 50-59 years. This can be 
attributed, as discussed in chapter 2, to the limited access that most Libyan nationals had 
to education during the pre-Independence years, which were characterised by severe 
socio-economic conditions across the country. 
 
Q3. How many people occupy this house? 
 
Figure 7-2 Provide the classification into four groups of the number of family members 
that live in the same House. The results show that about two thirds of households in the 
total sample (45%) had a size of 8- 12 persons per household. In addition, while 33.5% 
of the total sample had a household size of seven persons or less; only 3.5% had a 
household size of 16 persons or more. However, it is clear that the average household size 
in Pre-colonial area is slightly larger (10 persons per household) than that in Colonial area 
and Post-colonial area (8 persons per household). This difference can be attributed to the 
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fact that the proportion of households which included two families or more in the Pre-
colonial area was larger (34 households) than in the Colonial area and Post-colonial area 
(28 households).  
As a general feature of households interviewed, 86 % were nuclear families and 14 % 
were extended households. Most of the latter comprised married offspring living with 
their parents because these people were unable to build a house or obtain houses from the 
government. The size of these households varied from 3 to 8 persons or more, with the 
average being around 6 persons. 50 % of households consisted of 5-8 people, 26.3% of 
the samples consisted of households of 3-4 people and 23.6 % of households consisted of 
8 persons or more Table 7.2. 
 
Figure 7-2 Number of people living in the house 
 
Q4. What sort of house did you live in before you moved to this one? 
 
Responses about types of dwelling occupied previously by respondents (Figure 7-3) the 
results show that it was found that about 34% of respondents in the total sample were 
previously living in courtyard houses. 
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Figure 7-3 Type of previous dwelling contrast 
 
However, significant differences were found between respondents in the three selected 
areas in this respect as can be seen from Figure 7-3 the share of respondents in the Pre-
colonial area who were previously living in courtyard houses is far larger (44%) than in 
the Post-colonial area (3%). The larger percentage of respondents previously living in 
courtyard houses in the Pre-colonial area can be attributed, as mentioned in chapter 5, to 
the predominance of courtyard houses in the housing typology of the 1960s, comprising 
about 52% of the total housing stock in the country in 1964. 
 
In contrast, while 3% and0 % and of respectively of respondents in the Pre-colonial area 
mentioned that they were previously living in flats and villas, 39% and 4%  respectively 
of respondents in the Colonial and Post-colonial area revealed they were living in flats 
and villas. Such differences can be attributed to the remarkable modernisation of the 
housing stock during the early 1970s. As discussed in chapter 2, this modernisation meant 
that about 13% of total households in the country in 1973 lived in flats and villas 
compared to only 2%and3% respectively in 1954 and 1964. 
 
Q5. How many families live in this housing unit? 
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Nuclear families, that is, two parents and their children occupy most of the housing 
(94%). Extended families those with extra generations or distant relatives are only rarely 
found in the survey areas. The small proportion of two-family housing units consist 
mostly of a widowed or separated woman living with her parents, an elderly parent living 
with their son or daughter, or married couples living with their parents until they establish 
home of their own (see Figure 7-4).  
‘ 
 
Figure 7-4 Number of Families per Household in Case Study Areas 
 
Although the nuclear family constituted about 69% of the total sample, the extended 
family still represents about (31 %). of the households comprising extended families, 
29.0% consisted of two families and 2% consisted of three families. The prevalence of 
extended families among the sample can be attributed, as discussed in chapter 5, to the 
fact that many newly married sons were forced to live at their parents' houses until they 
could afford to move into independent dwellings. 
 
However, the share of households, which included extended family in the Pre-colonial 
area, was slightly larger (34%) than in the Post-colonial area (28%). This difference can 
be attributed to the fact that the number of households which included four or more adults 
aged 19-40 was much larger in the Pre-colonial area (35%) than in the Colonial and Post-
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colonial area (23%). The ages 19-40 yrs are most common for marriage for both genders 
in Libya. Figure 7-4 the number of families per household in the three selected areas and 
in the total sample. 
 
 
7.3 Part TWO: Questions about Housing Choice and Preferences 
When people build their houses, they organise it in a way that communicates to others a 
series of signs that indicates their values, power and the place they occupy in social 
hierarchies. The residents of any built-environment try to personalise their houses through 
the building itself, the landscape in which it is set and the different decorations and 
furniture it contains. Senan argued that the material used in the building of a particular 
house, the furniture installed, size features, and are of windows and other all messages 
about themselves that they went to communicate back themselves or to others in the urban 
spatial structure. Equally, the house gives sense of security to the residents in which they 
exercise some kind of control over the environment and this is fundamental in achieving 
a sense of stability (Senan, 1993). 
In another word, the house acts as a mirror reflecting the socio-cultural values and 
identity. However, in the contemporary built-environment, the reflection of that "socio-
cultural mirror" became somehow distorted. Instead of the inward looking Arab I Islamic 
design of housing, the outward looking styles dominated the urban scene. The 
traditionally private and interior courtyards were replaced with semi-private exterior 
courtyards. In addition, the egalitarian concept applied in the traditional cities and towns 
was gradually lost. A visitor to the contemporary urban scene will notice the rigid 
segregation between classes according to income. In contrast to the contemporary urban 
environment, the traditional house looked inwardly. Consequently, a rich resident's house 
would be found next to a poor one. The difference between the two houses would be in 
the interior but the exterior of both houses had very close similarity.  
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The house design process 
 
The people of Tripoli live in four type’s houses. In this study they are identified as: villas, 
flats /one floor of a villa, Attached houses, mansions or large villas. The design and 
building methods have changed drastically since the 1930s. In the traditional urban 
environment, the residents build their houses with complete self-sufficiency. With the 
help of a builder and relatives, houses were built collectively. Every neighbourhood will 
share the burden of building its own mosque. The main mosque of the city was built by 
the contribution of the whole city. However, in the contemporary urban environment, mas 
of the recently built houses were designed by architects, civil engineers or even draftsmen 
these houses; mosques and public building were built by contractors and workers from 
nearly all over the world. The local builder does not exist anymore. The diminishing role 
of the residents in the design and building process of their own houses reflects an 
increasing, and sometimes full dependency on other people in the building of their urban 
environment and consequently in the creation of their own urban identity. 
 
Local traditional house design experiences were disregarded by architects, engineers and 
draftsmen working in an office that does not relate to the actual experiences accumulated 
throughout the generations. In one such experience, an architect asked the people of a 
small traditional urban setting, the reason of orienting the living rooms in their houses to 
the east-west direction. The answer carne that because it is cooler in the summer. When 
the architect asked them why is it cooler? They did not know. Therefore, this is an 
accumulative experience handed down from generations. This particular architect 
commented that experiences are more precise than the designer plans and studies (Akbar, 
1990). Experiences weigh all quantitative and qualitative aspects of the house, structure 
or urban layout in one perspective Thus, achieving a balanced human scale for that 
particular urban element. On the other hand, a designer locked away in an office, will be 
more biased toward what he is able to quantify in measurement. In this manner, he will 
ultimately disregard some important and essential element in the design process. 
Therefore, priorities within the design process will eventually be confused and translated 
into socio-cultural contradictions on the urban scene In another study concerned with the 
influence of designers background on house design in different Arab countries, four 
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cultural groups were identified in that particular study: Muslim Arab, Christian Arab, 
Muslim non-Arab and non -Muslin non- Arab. The researcher's conclusion was that each 
cultural group Perceives design in a different way. In addition, the study realised that the 
background and place of study of Architects did have a significant role in the way they 
design different urban structure (Senan, 1987). In a city such as Tripoli a variety of 
different housing styles, facades and exteriors could be observed all over the urban 
landscape. Consequently, a differentiated and distorted urban identity manifested itself 
on the urban setting. 
 
Q6. How long have you been in this housing? 
 
Respondents are divided into three groups according to the length of stay in their current 
accommodation, as shown in Figure 7-5, from survey data it was found that 68 per cent 
of the respondents in traditional neighbourhoods were born in their neighbourhoods. 
Forty seven per cent of the respondents in colonial neighbourhoods were born in their 
neighbourhoods. In modern neighbourhoods, a slightly higher proportion (51 per cent) 
reported that they were born in their neighbourhoods (Figure 7-5,). 
 
It was found that about 29% of the total sample had lived in their current residence for 10 
years or less, 42% for 20 years, and 29% for 21 years or more. The maximum period of 
residence was 27 years while the minimum was 4 years, and the median of duration of 
residence in the current house was 16 years. 
From the above results, it appeared that the longer length of residence in traditional 
neighbourhoods had affected the intensity of attachment to the built environment. Cross- 
tabulation was used to find how the level of attachment is affected by length of residence 
(from Figure 7-5). 
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Figure 7-5 Length of stay in current accommodation 
However, as can be seen from Figure 7-5, remarkable differences are found between the 
neighbourhoods regarding duration of residence. For instance, while the share of those 
who had lived in the Pre-colonial neighbourhoods for 10 years or less did not exceed 9%, 
in Colonial and Post-colonial neighbourhoods this share amounted to 48%. In contrast, 
while the share of those who had lived for 21years or more in the Pre-colonial 
neighbourhoods represented 58%, in the Colonial and Post-colonial neighbourhoods no 
respondent mentioned that he had lived in his current house for that long. In addition, it 
was found that the old city of Tripoli duration of residence in the Pre-colonial 
neighbourhoods was longer (24 years) than in the Colonial and Post-colonial 
neighbourhoods (13 years).  
Courtyard 
The result displayed in Figure 7-5indicates that the people who were born in their 
neighbourhoods showed greater attachment to their neighbourhoods as a place to live 
than those who were not born there. The level of attachment was at its lowest among 
those who had lived there for less than five years. This result indicated that the place of 
birth affected the level of attachment among residents to their built environment in all 
neighbourhoods. However, the level of attachment among residents who were born in 
their neighbourhoods was highest in the Pre-colonial neighbourhoods. 
Q7. Are you satisfied with your house as an internal space; for example, 
number, location and distribution of rooms, services etc.? 
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Layout 
About two thirds (39%) of respondents are satisfied with the layout of their dwellings, 
while 27% are dissatisfied. The much higher degree of satisfaction with the layout of the 
home (67%) compared with overall satisfaction with the home (46%) and the greater 
dissatisfaction with the layout of the home (26%) compared with over all dissatisfaction 
with the home (6%) suggests that there is a direct relationship between the layout of the 
dwelling and satisfaction with the home (see Figure 7-6) 
 
Figure 7-6Overall satisfaction with house 
 
According to the results shown Figure, 60% of residents in colonial and post-colonial 
households were satisfied to some extent with the areas in the house, and only 23% were 
dissatisfied. This is in contrast to the situation for pre-colonial houses, which the 
satisfaction level was only 38%, while 47% of residents were dissatisfied. Figure 7-6the 
biggest difference in satisfaction level with area between pre-colonial, and colonial or 
post-colonial houses is the variety of sizes available in the newer homes. In addition, most 
contemporary houses are occupied by nuclear families. In post-colonial houses, 
construction technology constrains expansion of the area and most families that occupy 
these houses are extended families.  
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Most extended families are satisfied with the internal space of their houses, although they 
are not completely satisfied with all aspects; for example, the lack of a clear partition 
between the family and guest zones. Adequate partitioning requires separation doors 
between the two zones, which must be closed during visits. If this is not possible, it will 
cause discomfort to family members when entering or exiting (for more on this topic see 
Chapters 3 & 4). As discussed in Section 5.3.1.2, some people demolished the wall 
between the balcony and the adjoining room in order to expand the internal space. For 
example, it can be seen Figure 7-7 that in the householder had demolished the wall 
between the balcony and their son’s bedroom to provide sufficient space to create two 
bedrooms. Some respondent residents intend to increase the number of rooms in their 
homes to provide more comfort for the children; for example, by having one room for 
every two boys or two girls. 
For example, one of Participation in the neighbourhood of El-Gurje (Post-colonial) who 
carried out many changes in his house said: 
"I have all balconies added to rooms within the house. For instance, adding the balcony 
to the saloon made the latter more spacious and more suitable to accommodate guests and 
relatives in all social occasion 
 
Figure 7-7 Reinforced windows, balcony and some closed-off balconies 
 
 
Q8. Do you think that old Libyan houses contributed to building family 
and social relations among family members? 
Around 73% of total respondents agreed that the traditional Libyan house contributed to 
the strengthening of family bonds, with almost everybody else agreeing to an extent.  76 
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% of pre-colonial neighbourhood respondents expressed agreement with the proposition, 
compared to around 74% of those in colonial neighbourhoods. This might be attributable 
to the first-hand experience of living in a pre-colonial home. 
. 
 
Figure 7-1 Old-style houses strengthened family bonds 
In the traditional Libyan city, the neighbourhoods can be seen as a product of the socio-
cultural and environmental factors which explains the way of life of people.  
 
The aspiration of Muslim families to adhere to the Islamic laws and traditions have 
strengthened and reinforced the consolidation among family members. The consolidated 
relationships among families make extended families. Which are headed by the father 
and his wife, his sons (married and single) and his unmarried daughters plus the 
grandfather and grandmother Members of the extended family live in one house or I and 
next to one another in different separate houses, in most cases forming a cluster of related 
dwellings. In such a cluster of houses, connecting chambers link two or more houses 
across a narrow alley. In addition, the influence  of the extended  family on  the  house  
itself can  be shown  in  the  evolution  of  land configuration as family size increases (by 
marriage and/or by birth) requiring more rooms to be added on the vacant  land on the 
house lot. When the land around the courtyard has been built, vertical expansion had to 
take place. 
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Islam is deeply rooted in the Muslim community, and it shapes the Muslim social and 
cultural life. The traditional city follows the traditional extended family pattern, as 
inherited from the Libyan traditions and reinforced and made stronger by the religion of 
Islam. Family members are supposed to be loyal to each other. And the respect by the 
children toward their parents from one generation to another is also one of the most 
important factors of the extended family structure. A decade or more in the past, it was 
not strange to see three to four generations living {in one house there was continuous 
relationship from grandsons to grandfather. This socio- cultural tradition is reflected in 
the evolution of houses Heads of families preferring the family. Inconsequence, when 
building a house for the family, it was important to consider the needs of the parents and 
the new members who would be joining the family when the son or sons get married. 
This was highly dependent on the economic situation of the concerned family. This socio-
cultural tradition is still been practised but not as common as it used to be. It was normal 
in neighbourhoods to see adjacent houses which were in the possession of relatives from 
the same extended family. Marriages between cousins or other close relatives were very 
much in common in the traditional Libyan societies. Therefore, one can see a house 
separated by a narrow street but which is joined together from the second floor Thus, 
taking advantage of the area above the street for expansion, providing a shade for 
pedestrians and reinforcing the ties of the extended family. This method can only be used 
if there is a relationship between those adjacent neighbours (Faden, 1980).  ' 
Another reasons for that, such as it provides good privacy, it is suitable for local climate 
conditions, and it has good ventilation, and offers a space for relaxation as it has quiet 
spaces, such as the court with planting, a fountain and high privacy it also provides a safe 
place for their children to play. They also feel it offers a suitable place for women to 
work. Some of the residents in modern neighbourhoods reported that they miss the 
courtyard very much since they moved here and they held a strong desire for modern 
houses to have this feature. 
A good example of this type of house can be found in Tripoli Old City. This type is no 
longer constructed due to the application of modern regulations. 
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Q9. Satisfaction levels concerning security and safety. 
 
In traditional cities narrow and twisting streets served to confuse invaders and to provide 
more protection for the city. Such a situation is found in Tripoli. Privacy is closely related 
with safety and can be considered as one of its components. Shawsh (1996) pointed out 
that in architecture; design for safety is not a novel concept. People have long been 
designing dwellings to protect themselves from sources of danger. In ancient civilisations, 
humans built shelters as a base for safety and privacy. This section will deal with safety 
from burglary and street traffic, and the location of children’s schools and play areas.. 
 
Figure 7-8 Satisfaction levels concerning security and safety 
The Analysis Here begins with an investigation of the issue of privacy, via comparison 
of the residential Typology categories. The majority (75%) of pre-colonial house 
respondents were either satisfied completely satisfied with the privacy offered by their 
home, while 12% were dissatisfied (Figure 7-8). This is in contrast with colonial and 
post-colonial house residents, of which only 45% were satisfied or completely satisfied 
50%, were dissatisfied. 
According to observations made during the fieldwork phase of the study, the high level 
of satisfaction with traditional houses is due to security and safety measures, which are 
expressed in design characters. For example, windows located at a high level provide 
defence and privacy (Nour 1979), neighbours provide strong social bonds and the 
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extended family provides security. The relationship between the courtyard and the street 
system also plays a critical role, as mentioned in Chapter 5. However, residents in 
contemporary households face problems from lack of security. Interactions between 
neighbours from different socio-economic status groups are often the main cause of this. 
It was observed that people often reinforce doors and windows and add metal doors, 
which render their homes (particularly for houses) more like prisons.  
From field observation in the case studies of Tripoli housing (see Chapter seven  show 
that their apartments are unsafe places by adding steel main doors and steel net for 
windows see Figure 7-9, particularly on flats at ground or top floor levels because 
potentially, they can be vulnerable to crime since they are in segregated areas as space 
syntax analysis showed (Chapter Seven) and they share facilities, such as the main doors 
of the blocks, stairs and lifts which are difficult to control.. Inhabitants came from 
different parts of Libya and they are not well known to each other so this situation leads 
to feeling unsafe and wanting to take more care to protect their families and their flats.  
Figure 7-9 : A –Adding steel net for windows, B- Adding steel main doors. 
(Source: the author). 
 
Safety is considered as one of the most sensitive and serious ingredients of social identity. 
Humans remain subject to a need for safety, which is still a central concern for people's 
daily life. (Maslow, 1970) argues that safety means security and stability. (Lalli, 1992) 
the lack of safety in some architectural environments has motivated some researchers to 
study the relationship between architecture and human need for security. Newman’s 
(1972) research on defensible space promotes the idea that the design of interior and 
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exterior space can play an important role in ensuring security and safety by enhancing the 
user’s ability to control their surroundings. Lynch (1960) and Horney (1937) have also 
contributed to architectural theories in terms of security and safety needs. Security in the 
shelter could be defined as the idea of home’, which implies at the same time 
personalisation and safety, and includes the concept of defensible space and territory. 
 
Security is the key to home, at the level of house of room. Security measures are 
understandable when one considers the vital importance of the home base for vulnerable 
activities such as sleeping, grooming and reproductive behaviour (Porteous, 1977). 
Rapoport (1969) suggested that home-based security involves recognition of the sanctity 
of the threshold. The relationship between cultural norms, physical structure, and 
permeability of the home base, comparing the Moslem house, surrounded by high walls 
with few, small openings, with the British house with low walls or fences, and finally, 
the North America house that consists of a suburban plot, lacking fences and with large 
picture windows, as three different attitudes toward the transition from the private to the 
public. 
 
Psychological security is attained through having control over one's life with peace of 
mind. To feel safe and secure people need to have control over the flow of information to 
and from their housing. One of the main mechanisms for attaining control is privacy. 
Privacy and its forms are expressed differently across cultures and throughout history, 
but the nature of this concept and the reality it refers to is the same. According to 
Rappaport (1977), attaining privacy involves two processes: A) the control of information 
about a behaviour given to, or obtained by, people outside the setting, B) avoiding the 
intrusion of unwanted information into a setting. Privacy in the built environment is about 
having control over the flow of information to and from the immediate environment 
whenever and wherever required. Anything restricting or interfering with one's ability to 
exercise control of one is desired privacy results in dissatisfaction with the environment. 
Privacy is closely related to the satisfaction of housing users. According to Vaziritabar 
(1990, p96) many market-orientated researches in Germany, England, and Canada have 
proved that the concept of privacy in housing is an important factor in the users' 
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satisfaction and subsequently the marketability of that housing. Vaziritabar (1990) 
distinguishes different levels of privacy needs: personal privacy, intra-family privacy, 
family privacy, neighbourhood privacy and urban privacy. His categories these levels 
under the two form of visual privacy and auditory privacy. 
 
A well-designed built environment should satisfy people's need to be able to carry out 
their activities and to have opportunities to withdraw from the people and activities 
surrounding them, whenever desired. In the design of housing, the concern is to provide 
choice and to facilitate the exercise of control over the flow of visual, auditory and 
olfactory information to and from the dwelling, building and neighbourhood. A well-
functioning neighbourhood provides people with the ability to know where they are in 
space and time; for example a variety of different and clearly distinctive spaces varying 
from public to semi-public to semi-private and private space. 
 
Lang states: "in a society where there is no crime, Newman's 'defensible space' principles 
are unimportant, although they may still act very well in meeting aesthetic needs. The 
application of these principles helps people to organise their environment in their heads, 
to understand the behaviour expected of them within their cultural frame and to deal with 
issues of control of space without ambiguity Their application will not, however, solve 
the social problems"(Lang, J., 1994, p251). 
 
In Tripoli’s housing schemes, vandalism against the environment and buildings is very 
rare, if reported at all, but unprotected car parking has encouraged car theft that could 
easily be avoided. It seems the main reason for not having vandalism, as a big problem 
in Tripoli’s housing schemes, is that almost all dwellings are owner occupied, or privately 
rented, and that all residents share the expenses for the up-keep of their building and the 
shared spaces inside and around. The building blocks are well monitored by Block 
Management Committees who are elected by residents members are essentially residents 
of the same building. 
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The local survey in Tripoli found out that the main complaint of residents in Tripoli’s 
Walk-up flats schemes, though, was of cultural concern where people from different parts 
of the country with different cultural backgrounds were accommodated in one building. 
Many people in new schemes in Tripoli complained about their neighbours for not being 
familiar with the requirements of living in a Walk-up flats, resulting in intrusion into their 
privacy and causing disturbance to their peace and tranquillity. For instance, some people 
from rural backgrounds wanted to keep chicken in their flats, which apparently causes 
noise and smell (i.e. a potential health and safety hazard).  
A Sense of Place social and geographical: Another means of achieving psychological 
security is believed to be through a sense of place in physical form. Although being 
associated with a place contributes to the satisfaction of affiliation needs, it also enhances 
a sense of territorial control and has, therefore, a great impact the on fulfilment of 
psychological safety and security needs. This requires each place to be different from 
other places. Each design (place) should have unique qualities rather than being a generic 
type. Therefore, each sub-unit of a scheme should have some elements of uniqueness to 
create a sense of place and identity of its own. Lang (1994, p250), however, argues that 
the goal that every environment design ought to have unique characteristics within its 
surrounding environment is an aesthetic issue for well-travelled people and architects 
rather than for the people living there. People may feel their identity and self-esteem being 
threatened by designs foreign to them. 
 
A sense of orientation in place and time (way-finding Orientation is how residents and 
visitors find their way around. Norberg-Schutz argues, "Man dwells when he can 
orientate himself within and identify himself with an environment, or in short, when he 
experiences the environment as meaningful" (Norberg-Schulz,1980). According to 
Norberg-Schutz "Kevin Lynch's concepts of 'node', 'path' and 'district' denote the basic 
spatial structures which are the object of man's orientation"(Norberg-S,1980). 
Based on Lynch's elements of node, edge, path, district and monument, Bentley, et al. 
(1985) define architectural solutions for the legibility of the built environment. However, 
the use of other visual guides for way finding such as signs, graphics, colours, lights, 
furniture, etc. seems inevitable in today's urban living. Although these elements are most 
commonly used for creating an aesthetically pleasing milieu, they can help to make the 
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environment friendlier for the intended users. Way finding is essential in today's urban 
living. We use visual guides in the environment to find our way in place and time 
(orientation). 
 
Q10. Satisfaction levels concerning visual privacy 
 
As Altman (1977) argues, privacy is a basic need that any house should provide to its 
occupiers. Privacy is important in all cultures, although there are differences among 
cultures in terms of the behavioural mechanisms used to regulate desired levels of 
privacy. Altman also suggested that privacy serves three main functions, including the 
management of social interaction, the establishment of plans and strategies for interacting 
with others, and the development and maintenance of self-identity. Thus, failure of the 
physical structure and layout of the house to provide appropriate privacy is one of the 
main reasons for alterations to houses by their inhabitants.  
According to the data in Figure 7-10, the majority of pre-colonial householders are very 
satisfied or satisfied with the house. This is because the main concern for users is for 
visual privacy, particularly with respect to shielding female members from male 
strangers’ gaze, which requires separation between male reception areas and a 
household’s female members. Also, require privacy from the position of the main 
entrance (see Chapter 3). However, no attention has been given to this type of privacy in 
the design of contemporary dwellings, especially public housing. The segregation 
between female and male areas is negligible, because the main doors are located very 
close to the male guest room. This means that a visitor in a guest room can easily observe 
any member of the household leaving or entering the dwelling. 
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Figure 7-10Satisfaction with visual privacy 
However, in colonial neighbourhoods, a far lower proportion of householders (38%) had 
a sense of privacy (Figure 7-11). Respondents that felt negatively towards the level of 
privacy in their home complained about its design (which did not satisfy the male–female 
separation requirements) and the height of the windows, which expose the interior to 
outside views (37%); the presence of high-rise buildings nearby (37%); the streets (12%) 
and the absence of a courtyard where women could work without being seen (13%) (See 
Figure 7-11). 
 
 
Figure 7-11  Reasons for lack of privacy in homes 
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It is clear from the survey results that the general level of privacy felt by the respondents 
living in these neighbourhoods was low, because the function of their houses was not 
oriented to provide privacy, as defined by its new residents. The concepts and principles 
applied in the design and building of these homes was not based on local conditions. For 
example, the meaning of privacy in Italian society is very different from that in Libyan 
society. Individual independence and mixing of sexes are the main aspects of the Italian 
family's daily life, but not for Libyans. This means that the Tripoli family does not 
identify with the way in which privacy is defined in these houses. 
The level of privacy was slightly more satisfactory in post-colonial neighbourhoods. The 
data showed that some37 %of all respondents felt they lacked privacy because they had 
no courtyard, 36% complained about not having enough setbacks from the street and a 
further 13% complained about high-rise buildings nearby. The remaining15%of 
respondents felt negatively towards the location and height of windows in their houses 
and that they missed mashrabiyah windows, whose latticework gives a sense of privacy 
from the public (Figure 7-11). Some said that the windows of their neighbours’ houses 
look directly into their interior spaces, thus disrupting their private lives. 
 
In this sense, privacy in the modern house has not been well defined because the interior 
layout of the space is not suitable for the Libyan family. The architects that designed these 
houses or flats have ignored local peoples’ needs, habits, customs, religion and social 
structure, in which privacy remains very important for Libyan families .In Designing 
contemporary neighbourhoods, architects and planners have notes placed sufficient 
emphasis on providing privacy within and around dwellings. For example, in designing 
and planning the El-Gurje neighbourhood, the need for privacy was not considered at all. 
The houses were not set back from the street and not only were windows located close to 
ground level, but they were not of the mashrabiya style, meaning that pedestrians were 
able to see the interior of the dwelling. This problem is compounded by traffic noise. 
7.3.1 Privacy needs in Housing 
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Sciama demonstrated that privacy drives from the Latin verb private (adjective from 
previous, later privates). She observes that the most important, and socially revealing, 
aspect of the word’s development in English is the formation of the noun ‘privacy’ 
(quoted in El Guindi 1999: 81). She argues that the term ‘privacy’ in English had become 
widely used in literary contexts by the sixteenth century, finally falling into common 
usage. 
The term ‘privacy’ in western usage is linked to the notion of individualism and 
individual rights to property, moreover it means ‘personal’, ‘secluded’, ‘secrecy’, and 
‘solitary’, while the term privacy in Arabic is concerned with two key issues related to 
women and the family and does not connote the ‘personal’ the ‘secret’ of the 
‘individuated space’. The privacy is reflected in dress, space, architecture and proxemics 
behaviour (El Guindi 1999: 82). 
Every human activity requires a certain level of privacy. The notion of that level of 
privacy differs from culture to culture (Hall, 1966). Altman provides a broad definition 
of privacy as a" selective control of access to the self or one's group" (Altman, 1975, p 
18). Privacy has been defined on different bases. Some define the desired levels of 
privacy based on the concepts of withdrawal and control of the flow of information 
to/from the surrounding environment. Other definitions are based on personal and social 
spaces (distances). 
Q11. Do you think that traditional Libyan house design was influenced by 
Islam? 
 
Over 65% of respondents agreed that the traditions and customs associated with Islam 
had influenced the design of the traditional house in Libya, with a further 20% agreeing 
to an extent. Only around 14% of respondents disagreed (see Figure 7-12)  
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Figure 7-12 Islam’s customs and traditions influencing traditional house design 
Religion can affect the plan, form and orientation of a house as an even more significant 
factor for unity. For instance, in Libya the people take a pride in their brotherhood of 
Islam. One of the main issues is 'privacy'; from public (street) to semi-public to private 
(house). El-Fortea, (1989) stated that privacy is a fundamental need for both religious and 
cultural reasons. Based upon that, segregation between sexes, and privacy between them, 
is one of the most essential characteristics of Islamic society, and these considerations 
can clearly be seen in the design of traditional buildings in Libya. A building is designed 
in such a way that a visitor, on entry, has to pass a door keeper, then through an angle in 
an entrance passage thus preventing any one outside from seeing into the building, (Nour, 
1979).  The windows are planned so as not to overlook any other building, and neighbours 
cannot see the residents inside the courtyard. In planning public spaces such as markets 
and the private space of the courtyard, each part of the circulation network achieves some 
kind of privacy, as shown 
Modern buildings in Libya are predominantly of two types; normal dwellings which are 
entirely constructed on-site and mainly in concrete by the private sector; and 
prefabricated flats which consist of pre-cast units constructed in factories and are built by 
the public sector. Unfortunately, the housing policy in Libya has been standardized and 
implemented by foreign design experts and planners who did not take the social realities 
of Libya into consideration. These planners and architects have been in pursuit of quick 
project implementation and lacked knowledge of and sensitivity to the Libyan culture. 
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They were unwilling to modify their architectural and planning models in order to meet 
the needs of the inhabitants and local physical conditions. 
 
In the Islamic world, religious sanctions are important for maintaining social order. The 
social organization provides guidelines and control mechanisms for individual behaviour. 
Kinship is recognized all over the Islamic world as the centre of social organization 
(Daza, l982). The traditional social structure of Libya and other Islamic countries consists 
of a system of units of allegiance. Strong tribal organization and family ties between tribe 
or clan members still persist today (SRI,l 969). The homogeneous Islamic community is 
still structured around, first, the nuclear family, then the extended family, the sub-clan, 
the clan, the sub-tribe, and then, at the top of the hierarchy, the tribe itself and the 
composite of several tribes (Daza,1982). 
 
Traditionally, the extended family consisted of the husband, wife, and their married sons 
including their families. In the extended family, which represents a unit of production and 
consumption, labour is divided between the man, who has tote responsibility for the 
outside commercial activity including farming, and the woman, has the sole responsibility 
for home management as well as the raising of children and some types of household 
production such as artefacts or tapestries. 
 
As already discussed, traditionally the extended family has lived together under the same 
roof. This family is composed of the parents, their unmarried sons and daughters as well 
as their married sons with their wives and children, and the grandparents, who spent their 
lives in one of their son's homes (Daza, 1982). The Quran clearly states as 
Follows: 
"We have enjoined on man kindness to parents". Quran (Al-Angabut 29:8) Translated by 
Ali, 1983. 
In a typical household each conjugal couple occupies a separate room, unconnected with 
the rest of the house but opening onto a central communal courtyard. These different 
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forms of economic process and social organizations are important for an understanding 
of Libya's traditional political economy. 
 
In the new, Western-style housing units which are built in Libya, the architectural space 
is greatly reduced and the historical courtyard houses are replaced by small apartments. 
This causes a breakdown of the traditional social behaviour of the family (Rghei, 
1987;Al-Nowaiser,1985). The indigenous houses in Libyan cities, as well as in other 
Islamic cities, also changed from an inward looking, private domestic place where the 
family had a sense of intimacy to an outward looking space with corridors, and large 
openings and balconies which opened onto the major streets as can be seen in Figures 
3.17 The women, who are traditionally involved only in the domestic affairs and work at 
Horne, have become the major victims of this change (Waltz, 1985). 
Q12. Satisfaction levels in terms of the amount of ventilation and lighting 
 
According to the results in Figure 7-13 , 14% of householders in colonial and post-
colonial houses were completely satisfied, and 46% satisfied, in terms of the amount of 
lighting; 23% were dissatisfied. This contrasts with the feelings of residents of pre-
colonial houses, where the satisfaction level was only 38%, with 47% being dissatisfied.  
 
Figure 7-13Satisfaction levels in terms of the amount of ventilation and lighting 
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According to Figure 7-13, the majority of house owners were either completely satisfied 
or satisfied with their previous houses. This is likely to be due to the role of the courtyard 
as discussed in Chapter 3. 
 
 
Q13. What type of dwelling do you prefer to live (villa, flat, courtyard 
house, detached house, etc.?). 
 
In Respondents show three different preferred dwelling types and give many reasons for 
that as shown in the Figure 7-14. The main preference (45%) was for a detached house 
(villa). This type of house is preferred because it offers the possibility for future 
extensions, depending on family requirements. Future extension is very important for 
Libyan families because they still have strong ties to relatives leading to extended 
families. People who live in public housing high-rise blocks miss the potential to make 
any future extension to their flats that could sustain their way of living. This type (villa) 
has a large lot surrounded by a fence in quiet areas and has enough places and spaces 
suitable for carrying out Libyan customs and traditions. Moreover, the family can 
participate in the design of the house.  
 
The courtyard house is the second preference (35%) The respondents who prefer this type 
give many reasons for that, such as it provides good privacy, it is suitable for local climate 
conditions, it has good ventilation, and offers a space for relaxation as it has quiet spaces, 
such as the court with planting, a fountain and high privacy. A good example of this type 
of house can be found in Tripoli Old City. This type is no longer constructed due to the 
application of modern regulations. The third type is the flat which is unsuitable for many 
lifestyles or traditions and was chosen for economic reasons only.    
The third type is the flat which is unsuitable for many lifestyles or traditions and was 
chosen for economic reasons only 
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Figure 7-14the courtyard concept ought to be important in modern house design 
 
Q14. Do you think that courtyards should be inside the house (like in a 
traditional house) or are better being externally located (like in modern 
houses)? 
 
This proposition was put to respondents in order to determine whether they considered 
that an internal courtyard (as in the traditional house) would be better than an external 
one (as commonly found in modern houses). The majority of respondents in colonial 
(14%) and modern (45%) neighbourhoods were in favour of having the courtyard in their 
house, with respect to their family’s safety and privacy needs (Figure 7-15). 
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Figure 7-15 an internal courtyard is better than an external one 
 
In addition, residents in all three areas that preferred the use of a courtyard were asked 
about the most common purpose they feel that the courtyard can provide. Some 
respondents believe that in addition to privacy, a courtyard also provides a safe place for 
their children to play. Others emphasise that the courtyard remains cool in summer and 
warm in winter. Some residents reported that they very much miss their courtyard since 
they moved to a modern neighbourhood, and they held a strong desire for modern houses 
to have this feature. The results in Figure 7-15 indicate that the courtyard is still very 
important for most Libyan families. 
This indicates that the issue of privacy is important and main concern our respondents in 
all three areas. In fact, it is a central feature in the Libyan family’s daily life. Therefore, 
the main findings about privacy are that the traditional house, with its separation of male 
from female, and exterior from interior areas, along with the existence of the courtyard, 
provided the sense of privacy so characteristic of Libyan Muslim families. The level of 
privacy was far lower in colonial neighbourhoods, which were designed for Italian 
families and their different culture, and in post-colonial neighbourhoods, where designers 
have been insensitive to privacy issues. 
 
Q15. Do you think that old Libyan house design is more appropriate to 
Libyan society than modern design? 
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Over a third of respondents (39%) disagreed with the proposition that traditional house 
design was more appropriate for Libyan society than colonial and post-colonial design 
(Figure 7-16). Only 29% agreed, with another 32% agreeing to some extent. The 
proportion of pre-colonial (32.4%) and post-colonial (29.8%) neighbourhood respondents 
agreeing was greater than the proportion in the colonial neighbourhood (25.0%). 
Moreover, 39.4%of colonial respondents disagreed, as compared to 37.5% of post-
colonial and 40% of pre-colonial neighbourhood respondents  
 
Figure 7-16 Traditional design was more appropriate to society than modern design 
 
The results in Figure 7-16 show that the respondents mainly concentrated on evaluating 
the quality of the components of the Libyan traditional courtyard house and its layout, 
explaining why they liked these features. The responses could be classified into 
architectural elements, internal and external spaces, and building materials. The 
architectural elements that provide good functional aspects are the courtyard, small 
outside windows, shared thick walls, arches and high ceilings, buildings at the same 
height, underground water tanks andmashrabiyah. Characteristics of the internal and 
external spaces that are preferred are the organisation of spaces, unshared main entrances, 
squares, narrow streets and cul-de-sacs. The building materials preferred is local 
materials, Libyan decorations and ceramic tiles. 
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The courtyard, known locally as wast-Alhawsh, is the element that is most liked by 
respondents. It is the living space most commonly used by all family members (although 
mainly the women and children), links most family living spaces, and functions as the 
heart of the house. Architecturally, the courtyard can be defined as a space that is 
surrounded by walls or spaces that look inwards from four directions and opens directly 
to the sky. The traditional Libyan house usually has one or two courtyards, according to 
the size of the house and the building plot, which in turn depends on the economic status 
of the owner. It has different shapes, but most typically is square or rectangular. 
Courtyards range in size from 3 × 4m to 8 × 10m and can be either one or two storeys 
high (see Chapter 3). ‘ 
According to observations made during the fieldwork phase of the study, about the 
interior decoration of houses, the Majority mentioned that they prefer a combination of 
Libyan and Western styles of decoration for their houses interior It is normal in the 
country of Libya nowadays to have that they prefer a combination of Libyan and Western 
styles of decoration for their houses interior It is normal in the country of Libya nowadays 
to have two living rooms, one following mainly the Western style and hardly used, the 
other designed with Libyan touches of decoration and used regularly. In this case, the 
designer assumed that all the people dine on tables therefore disregarding the socio-
cultural norms that should be adhered to in any design process. In another word, the 
function of use which is recognised by even less competent architects and designers was 
not followed. 
The internal decorations and styles of houses is not a main issue for this research. The 
problem is that many people wish and want to build housing that adhere to their socio-
cultural norms and values but they are constrained by the different planning laws and 
regulations that discourage them from doing so. The majority of our respondents 
disapproved many of these zoning regulations since they were no sensitive to their norms 
and ways of life  
 
7.4 Part Three: Alterations Performed upon Houses by Residents 
Q16. Have you renovated or extended the house? 
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Respondents in the three areas were asked whether they had made changes to their homes 
and what these changes consisted of (see Figure 7-17). They were also asked to explain 
the reasons for any alterations. 
 
Figure 7-17 Renovation and extension: nature of work done 
The findings show that several changes and gave different reasons which had motivated 
them to made changes (see Figure 7-17). Respondents are classified into three areas. In 
post-colonial neighbourhoods had performed a renovation of their homes (Figure 8 20); 
28% had built an extension, 15% had changed the function of the rooms and a further 
14% had Changed the external elevations (Figure 7-17). Results illustrate many residents 
were not content with the way their homes had been designed and built. The high 
percentage of change in post-colonial housing is another manifestation of the lack of 
understanding about the needs and identity of Libyan families. The main changes can be 
classified into three types 
They are structural, extension, internal facilities, internal space changes, aesthetic 
changes and environmental moderation (planting and air conditioning). People make 
changes to their homes when they are dissatisfied with the spaces that no longer fulfil 
their needs and which do not reflect their social and cultural life. From field observation 
in the case studies of Tripoli housing the majority of houses have an air conditioner in 
every room of the house. It is important to indicate here that air conditioners are not used 
only in the house but almost everywhere in cars, markets, schools, working places, 
mosques, etc., so the adoption of these devices is very common amongst the inhabitants. 
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The mechanical air cooler - the air conditioner has a significant impact on the living 
environment inside the house, as well as on the external features of the building. 
It results in the residents of the newly built houses having no reason to prefer one space 
within the house rather than another during any particular time of the day, a ubiquitous 
feature of the living environment in traditional houses. The dynamic living atmosphere 
of, the traditional houses has been abandoned in the modern houses. The wide openings 
of 'roshan' and 'mashrabiya' of the traditional building have been replaced by small glazed 
windows and air conditioners, because people are completely reliant upon the mechanical 
devices, rather than natural ventilation. Not only that but also the appearance of the 
window type air conditioning units in the facades of the building creates an obtrusive 
effect upon the overall facades. 
From field observation also revealed that in the case studies of Tripoli housing(see 
Chapter seven show that their walk up flat). Closing off balconies are the most frequent 
changes made to the flats. Thirteen inhabitants did that for many reasons, such as for the 
sake of raising the level of privacy for inhabitants’ convenience or to increase the area of 
the spaces that were closed to them, like the living room or kitchen or guest room. The 
reason for adding more spaces to the living room is to accommodate more female visitors 
or to use it as a bedroom for families that have many children.  Adding more areas to the 
kitchen was given as reason since preparing Libyan meals needs a large floor area, 
particularly in times of celebration when Libyan society appreciates the significance of 
hospitality. Furthermore, closing off balconies due to not adapted to the local climate and 
the balconies collect dust that comes with the wind from open spaces where there are 
fewer planted areas and unpaved streets. Different materials are used for closing off the 
balconies, such as aluminium, wood, limestone and cement bricks, covered by cement 
plaster and painted. These differences reflect the economic situation of the family (see 
Figure 7-17).  Balconies are the physical link between the internal spaces (private) and 
external spaces (public) and should be carefully defined. 
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Figure 7-18: Different materials used to close-off balconies. 
(Source: the author) 
 
The extension changes mainly happen in ground-level flats where the empty land around 
the flats is available to make extensions, such as adding a garage or fences or outside 
guestroom or an underground 
The internal space changes include creating new spaces for new functions such as adding 
a store room or adding a new WC or separating the old by adding or removing partition 
walls, and adding new doors for the purpose of providing extra privacy inside the flats. 
The number of bathrooms and WC (one or two) within the flats is not enough for large 
families. 
In pre-colonial neighbourhoods, 15 % of respondents had performed partial renovations 
(rooms, flooring) to their houses, 12% had changed the treatment of external elevation 
and 37% had built extensions. Such changes were a consequence of increased family size 
and the introduction of modern appliances, which take up substantial space (see Figure 
7-17). 
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The social consequences of development and change in the old city are evident in the 
changing interior arrangement of houses and external alterations such as the extension of 
balconies above street level. These balconies disturb neither the street flow or the 
characteristics or identity of the city as a whole (see Figure 7-19). Such changes made to 
the houses by some residents do not necessarily affect others, partly due to the organic 
nature of urban development in the old city. 
 
 
Figure 7-19Balconies added above a pre-colonial street 
((Source: Fieldwork 2010) 
 
In colonial neighbourhoods, a larger proportion (19%) of respondents had made changes 
to their homes. , 15% of all respondents made these changes because of the need for 
enlarging rooms, 12% changed the treatment of external elevation and 37% cent built an 
extension because of shortage of space (Figure 7-17). These changes were made because 
those residents did not appreciate the previous interior arrangement of their home, and 
felt that the external treatment of the home did not reflect their personality. The results 
also demonstrated that colonial buildings have the capacity to be transformed for new 
use. 
 
Despite the changes to improve the external and interior arrangement of the home (in 
order to meet their needs), residents still believed that these homes were not suitable for 
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them, because they still carry some Italian characteristics. Tripoli families that live in 
Italian-built homes feel both sociologically and psychologically negative towards these 
houses. Thus, it can be argued that homes built in the colonial era remain out of place and 
are one of the main problems influencing the identity of the built environment of Tripoli 
city. 
 
Results illustrate many residents were not content with the way their homes had been 
designed and built. The high percentage of change in contemporary housing is another 
manifestation of the lack of understanding about the needs and identity of Libyan 
families. 
The aesthetic changes by respondents reflect the different ways they fulfil these needs 
through housing. Using new paints inside and outside their flats, closing balconies with 
different materials, adding new rooms on the roof and having a garden and planting fruit 
trees, all these actions enhance inhabitants’ personality, belonging and sense of identity 
and are a few examples of how residents fulfil these needs.  Aesthetic needs are a part of 
growth needs in Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs and they are important since people 
become ill if they are surrounded by ugliness when they can be in beautiful surroundings. 
That is a universal, common experience across all cultures and ages (Maslow, 1954).  
 
Q17. Are you satisfied with the changes you made to your home? 
The responses to this question show that 77% of the overall respondents that made 
changes to their house were satisfied with them, while 13% were dissatisfied. The share 
of respondents in pre-colonial neighbourhoods that were satisfied or completely satisfied 
was slightly larger (86%) than that in the colonial and post-colonial neighbourhoods 
(75%) (See Figure 7-20). 
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Figure 7-20Level of satisfaction with changes made to the house 
 
Q18. Do you and your family make use of your windows? 
 
Of householders overall, 12% responded that they can use all of their windows 63% can 
use some of their windows and 25% cannot use any of their windows. The main reason 
for not using some or all of their windows is overlook by neighbours.  
 
 
Figure 7-21 Do you and your family make use of your windows 
-10%
0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
Satisfaction with Changes Made
Pre-Colonial  %
Colonial  %
Post-Colonial  %
13%
63%
25%
l 
Valid use all Use some window Not use
Data analysis and findings presentation      Chapter seven 
267 
The location, height and size of windows in dwellings play an important role in 
decreasing or increasing the privacy from inside and outside the houses. As discussed in 
Chapter 4, window design in courtyard houses is done carefully to give full privacy to the 
family, whereas in the Tripoli public housing case studies, windows are outward looking 
and of the same size and height, for reasons of economy and regularity of design. This 
approach does not consider the location and distance between the apartment blocks, 
which leads to a lack of privacy and forces inhabitants to keep overlooking windows 
closed, creating a negative effect. 
Windows in public housing walk up flats were identified as a negative aspect by 
respondents with high frequency. Residents complained that the size and direction of the 
windows in their flats diminished their privacy in terms of the internal spaces, or because 
they were overlooked by other neighbour’s windows. The main function of windows, 
according to Libyan planning and building legislation, is to provide healthy internal 
spaces. This is achieved by having good ventilation and sunlight.  
 
 
Figure 7-22prefer large size windows or smaller ones 
In an issue relating to the concept of privacy, the sample was asked whether they prefer 
large size windows or smaller ones but with more openings in their houses of residence. 
77% wanted large size windows in contradiction with the more environmentally and 
traditionally suitable houses. In the colonial and post-colonial housing units (villa/flats), 
the windows have changed dramatically from being small to large and from vertical to 
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horizontal. Instead of looking inward to the courtyard of the house the openings are 
oriented to the outside. Although, it is deducted that these. In the colonial and post-
colonial window openings contradict the respondent’s socio-culture norms and beliefs on 
the privacy concerns of the inhabitants, nevertheless, same respondents perceived them 
as a matter of contemporary "modernity". Tradition housing had smaller (in size and 
number) windows which are usually concealed for privacy reasons. In addition, they 
satisfy the needs of a harsh environment of a burning sun and frequent sand storms. 22% 
of our respondents said that they would prefer smaller size windows However; the 
introduction of air-conditioning techniques and the cheap energy available distorted the 
logical environmental needs even among the respondents who had architectural and 
engineering backgrounds. The result of this approach to window openings with no 
regulations specifying their sizes, positions and types, was that consumption of energy 
increased many folds. In the last five years, the urban setting all over the country 
witnessed and still suffering from frequent electrical power cuts that had negative impact 
on all facets and spheres of the urban economy Contradictions within the contemporary 
urban spatial structure 
The word for window used in Libya is Al-Rwshan or Al-Nafida. The physical element 
provides visual and auditory contact between people in internal and external spaces that 
might occur, for example, between private spaces (bedrooms) and the courtyard, or 
between the internal spaces and the street. Outside contact usually occurs only indirectly, 
for privacy reasons. The external windows in Libyan traditional houses are usually Small 
Square or rectangular (0.50 × 0.50 m or 1.00 × 0.75 m) due to the need for fewer external 
opening areas for cultural and climatic reasons, and limitations of construction materials.  
 
In traditional houses, windows are designed to respect privacy for householders. Most 
windows are inward looking by opening on to a courtyard. Only a few windows open 
onto the public street or alley and these are small in size and high up to prevent passers-
by seeing inside. Even then, windows on upper floors have mashrabiyah, offering indirect 
contact between people inside the house and outside, but without being seen (see Chapter 
4).  
Al-Rwshan or Al-Nafida in traditional houses consists of three layers. The first layer is 
the transparent layer that carries the glass, which is divided into upper and lower parts. 
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The upper part consists of transparent glass and the lower usually has coloured or opaque 
glass, which helps to prevent direct visual contact. It also opens and closes to allow the 
resident to have the preferred degree of privacy as well as to control the ventilation that 
enters the internal space. The second layer, which carries mashrabiyah, is in front of the 
lower part of the first layer and contributes to privacy. This layer lets the internal observer 
see what is happening outside without being seen from the outside, thus working as a 
visual one-way system. The third layer consists of a wooden frame with two or three 
shutters fixed to them by small pieces of wood 2.5–3.0cm wide and 30–40 cm long. This 
layer can be opened and closed to control the quantity of sunlight reaching the internal 
space. In some houses, there is a fourth layer, which consists of an iron grid, for safety 
purposes. In modern Libyan public houses, windows have only two layers and are larger 
than traditional windows. This leads to many alterations being made to the shape and 
materials of the windows by residents to satisfy privacy and safety needs in their flats. 
 
Q19. Does the house you live in supply all your needs (i.e. does the internal 
design of your house provide you with the required number of rooms to 
receive men and women, as well as having enough bedrooms and service 
areas)? 
 
Overall, 60.3% of respondents in the three areas indicated that their houses fully provide 
for their needs, that is, they are suitable for the size and requirements of the family. The 
remainder (39.7%) expressed that their houses do not provide for their needs and 
requirements (Figure 7-23). 
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Figure 7-23Does the house you live in supply all your needs? 
 
The main reason for a negative response was that the internal spaces are not suitable for 
families because the number of rooms does not fulfil all of the family members’ needs. 
Other reasons included the need for private rooms for males and females, lack of a 
storeroom and that particular spaces, such as a guest room, living room and kitchen were 
not large enough for functional activities.  
 
The segregation according to gender within the family is an important factor in bedroom 
allocation and design and can be understood as a response to particular teachings and 
interpretations of religious faith: Muslims seek guidance on aspects of living from the 
holy Quran and the Hadith (see Chapter 4).The requirement for the seclusion and 
segregation of females and males dictates the need for at least one bedroom for females 
and another for males. Public housing in Tripoli is failing to fulfil this need, particularly 
for larger families. 
 
The respondents who are satisfied with the spaces in their modern houses provided a 
variety of reasons for this. The most cited reason was that the spaces become suitable 
after more space has been added, such as to a living room, bedrooms or kitchen. Other 
reasons that play an important role in making the spaces satisfactory are that if there are 
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fewer family members, this makes available private rooms for males and females, and 
helps to maintain a tidier flat. 
 
Respondents that prefer courtyard houses gave many reasons for this, such as good 
privacy, suitability for local climate conditions, good ventilation and the provision of 
quiet place for relaxation; for example, the courtyard has plantings, a fountain and 
privacy. A good example of this type of house can be found in Tripoli Old City. This type 
is no longer constructed due to the application of modern regulations. The third type is 
the flat, which is unsuitable for many lifestyles or traditions and was chosen for economic 
reasons only. 
 
7.5 Part Four: Information about the Neighbourhood 
At the beginning of the twentieth century, the Italian occupation of Libya from 1911-
1945 brought great changes in the traditional way of life of the inhabitants' Colonialism 
had a significant impact on the social and cultural structure of Tripoli. This can be seen 
in local behaviour and cuisine, which has been infused by Italian culture. However, Italian 
colonization did not affect Tripoli's social structure to the same degree that other 
European colonial projects affected places in North Africa (Sjostrom, 1993). Social 
structure reflected traditional life in many ways, however, after gaining independence and 
subsequent to the discovery of oil, many of these aspects dematerialised. Oil had a 
significant impact on social structure because of plans for social transformation that 
followed its discovery and the fact that it provided more opportunities and resources for 
education, resulting in many young people marrying outside of the tribal structure. In 
many ways, the traditional social order was replaced by new values linked to social 
progress (El-Tlesi 1974). 
In the traditional urban setting, the neighbourhood was one of the most identified features 
of the built-environment there was a strong connection between the dweller, the building, 
the streets and the urban spatial structure as a whole. The layout of the traditional 
neighbourhood (hara in Arabic), mirrored the socio-cultural background of the residents 
especially the ethnic factors. Ethnic and regional backgrounds of the residents helped to 
shape tightly knit settlements. In addition to kinship affiliations, all these socio-cultural 
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factors worked within the domain of legal jurisprudence of Islam to produce a rooted 
interaction between the cultural milieu and the built-environment. The neighbourhood 
was characterised by narrow streets usually ending with culs-de-sac, a compact and 
shaded neighbourhood setting with considerable variations in housing interiors, and an 
open space (Barha. Saha, Fina) in front of the neighbourhood mosque which acted as a 
focal and gathering place for the residents. 
In the colonial urban neighbourhood, and post-colonial urban neighbourhood, with the 
introduction of wide streets and the villa type design with its related zoning regulation 
the neighbour lost much of its appeal the neighbourly atmosphere with impersonal and 
superficial contacts. Wirth argued in his article "Urbanism as a way of life Whereas, 
therefore, the individual gains, on the one hand, a certain a' degree of emancipation or 
freedom from the personal and emotional controls of intimate groups, he loses, on the 
other hand, the spontaneous self-expression, the morale, and the sense of participation 
that comes with living in an integrated society.”(Winh 1938: 53) 
Unfortunately, these negative aspects are present and witnessed in the urban scene and 
particularly in the neighbourhood entity all over the city of Tripoli. Wirth continued to 
argue that this social disintegration in the urban built-environment constituted essentially 
the state of anomie or the social void to which Durkheim alludes in attempting to account 
for the various forms of social disorganization in technological society. 
 
Rapoport (1977) has mentioned that the cultural environment reflects people's value 
system, environmental conditions, attitudes and preferences. He believes that the physical 
form of the built environment results from people. This view means that a traditional way 
of life could dictate the design of housing, space organization, orientation of buildings 
and shape, in such a way that the physical structures would become symbolic of society's 
rules, values, beliefs and norms 
 
So many architects such as Fathy (1973), El-Barbour (1989), El-Fortia (1989), and 
recently Shawesh (1996) mentioned that the people who have been looking for an image 
of modern life. They and have lavished their money on fittings and decorations in urban 
housing, have denied themselves suitable living spaces, which could have been created 
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using both their real craftsmanship and traditional materials. They have built their 
buildings to display their increased affluence, working against nature instead of with it 
and thus undermining the basis of their existence and that of future generations. These 
new forms of buildings for both rich and poor alike ignore the Arabic vernacular 
architecture. For example, courtyards, very typical Arabic forms are perceived as old 
fashioned and are therefore unpopular, and their benefits are ignored. 
 
New building units have been constructed without any attention to cultural factors. 
Rapoport, (1969) argued that the house is an institution, not just a structure, created for a 
complex set of purposes. Because building a house is a cultural phenomenon its form and 
organisation are greatly influenced by the cultural milieu to which it belongs. Therefore, 
he argued that the physical form of the built environment results from people's behaviour 
patterns in society. Such a view would mean that such patterns could dictate the shape of 
housing, allocation of space, orientation of buildings and form. 
 
In the new public housing the indigenous spirit and sense of community and 
neighbourliness is not maintained because of its design Modernization as a result has 
changed the traditional pattern of life (Misallati, l981). The residents of the new public 
homes complain about the lack of privacy because the design of these houses does not 
take into account traditional behaviour (Rghei, 1987). 
Construct these units without any attention to cultural factors, using designs, which 
require the sharing of entrance and corridors. For these reasons, modern flats are 
unpopular with local families, who often make substantial alterations inside their flats. 
Recently, many studies on modern housing in Libya (i.e. Buchanan, 1975; Essayed, 1981; 
El-Barbour, M. 1989. and Allan et al. 1989) have highlighted the psychological and social 
problems caused by the poor and weak quality of the built environment 
 
In the survey of households done by Essayed in Tripoli in 1977, it was found that in the 
newly developed housing schemes, the occupants stated that they missed their social 
relationships which were an essential part of their previous neighbourhoods. It was found 
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that only 10% of the population still enjoyed the same relationship with previous 
neighbours who had moved to the same location (Essayed, 198l:a). 
 
There was a lack of community facilities of the type that created opportunities for social 
interaction in the traditional communities. An example is the lack of a weekly public 
market called a "Suq", and small shops where people could meet and spend their time 
socializing, drinking tea and chatting together on matters of daily life 
(malhauf,1979).Three social aspects have been chosen for study; choice opportunity, 
security and privacy. It should be pointed out that the definitions below are those 
developed by the investigator through the literature review.  
 
The homogeneity seen among the countryside population does not exist in the "heart" of 
Tripoli. At the periphery, I found that people and culture have become even more defined 
outside Tripoli's municipal boundaries. In terms of Tripoli's evolving identity, the 
expansion of the major industries also brought about the development of many purpose-
built commercial buildings, institutions, banks, shops and company offices. Many of the 
buildings and designs, influenced by global urban transformation, now represent Tripoli's 
architectural heritage, and serve to differentiate Tripoli from European cities in some 
aspects an expression of the changes can, for instance, be seen in the emerging new model 
of life, and this in turn triggers the inflow of fundamental changes into the existing 
residential environment. The trends usually follow achievements of the western 
civilisation or echo it in the peculiar way it is perceived. The same is true for an individual 
house and for larger urban complexes. "(Maciej Chojnacki, 2003). 
 
 
 
 
Q20. Are you satisfied with Location of Facilities within the 
neighbourhood? 
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Location and layout of facilities within the neighbourhood is seen as a key factor that 
affects the daily life of residents. For instance, accessibility to facilities such as schools, 
shops and mosques is very important for residents, and particularly for children, women 
and the elderly. The findings show that 45.5% of Households were dissatisfied with the 
location of facilities while 31.6% were satisfied. However, the share of Households who 
were dissatisfied in the colonial area was larger (82.1%) than in the post-colonial area 
(7.6%). This can be attributed to the lack of many basic facilities within neighbourhoods 
in the colonial area which meant that residents had to walk rather long distances or drive 
along poor quality roads to take their children to schools or to other facilities located in 
the surrounding areas. In contrast, the small proportion of dissatisfaction mentioned by 
Households in the post-colonial area regarding the location of facilities can be attributed, 
as discussed in chapter 8, to the layout of neighbourhoods which takes into consideration 
a clear separation of cars from pedestrians. In addition, most of these houses were 
connected with passages and green areas leading to the neighbourhood's facilities 
Q21. Does the outside noise disturb you? 
 
Noise disturbance caused by people in neighbouring dwellings is serious. Depending on 
the location of their house, more than half of the respondents suffer in all three areas from 
some kind of noise disturbance. 
Noise is defined as unwanted sound and has a direct relationship with the presence of 
children, number of occupants, location, neighbours, windows, doors, frames and 
construction materials. Noise may come from neighbours, road and air traffic, or from 
industrial sources. It has many negative influences on human health and many countries 
have addressed this issue in their regulations, particularly about the built environment, by 
controlling traffic speeds and preventing car alarms near hospitals and schools, or 
reducing their use in residential areas. 
 
In a local survey of noise disturbance from sources outside buildings, more than half of 
the respondents (60%) (see Figure 7-24).claimed that they suffer from some sort of noise 
disturbance, mainly from children playing outside, traffic and people in neighbouring 
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dwellings. Around half the people surveyed suspect their neighbours can hear them, 
causing 48% of them to feel uncomfortable. In post-colonial neighbourhoods, around 
66%of respondents indicated that they suffer from noise disturbance from road traffic, 
such as was shown by the situation in case studies 1 and 2 Tripoli public housing, where 
the housing is located close to motorways that have high speed vehicles,. Moreover, the 
structure and layout of the housing determines how well sound is transmitted from outside 
or from adjoining properties. In Tripoli public housing, noise from outside is exacerbated 
through the use of big windows with a single pane of glass and which have prefabricated 
walls that have less sound insulation, as in case studies 2 and 3 Tripoli housing.  
 
However, sounds in traditional Arab cities, Tripoli Old City is one of them, can be 
evaluated positively, which give specific places their own identity and become easily 
absorbed by people. As Abdalla (1998) points out, in a city, in the daily life, one can hear 
several voices, from waking up in the early morning until evening, particularly at the 
markets, one can hear different sounds such as work songs, distinct to each craft, 
composed of the rhythmic tapping or hammering or swaying of the craftsman.    
Noise disturbance from external sources could be reduced by implementation of the 
following recommendations where appropriate: 
x There should be a green buffer between the settlement and adjacent highways. 
x Playgrounds and schools should be located within an appropriate distance of 
residential buildings. 
x The windows of dwellings facing highways and children’s playgrounds should be 
double-glazed. 
x Construction elements separating dwelling units (walls and floors) should be 
made of noise-absorbent materials. 
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Figure 7-24 Suffering from any kind of noise disturbance from a source outside the home 
 
 
Figure 7-25 Suffering from noise disturbance caused by people in other dwellings 
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Neighbours’ Meeting Places 
 
More than 40% of respondents often meet their neighbours outside their homes. In pre-
colonial neighbourhoods, the main places for neighbours to meet are in the streets (39%) 
and on-site around the buildings (34%). In colonial neighbourhoods, the main places to 
meet are in front of their housing’s entrance door (44%) and on-site around the buildings 
(34%). In post-colonial neighbourhoods, the main places for neighbours to meet are in 
front of their Housing's entrance door (42%) and on-site around the buildings (29%). Over 
all respondents, meeting places were ranked in frequency as on-site around the buildings 
(38%), in a shop (15%), in a specific meeting place (4.4%) and in the home entrance 
(3%). 
 
 
Figure 7-26 Neighbours ‘meeting places 
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Mosque 
 
In colonial neighbourhoods, the majority of those who believe there is a need for a 
mosque to be provided say it should be within walking distance from their home. In 
colonial neighbourhoods, which are relatively small, the majority of those who said there 
is a need for a mosque thinks one should be provided within their neighbourhood. On-
ground observations, this neighbourhood has a shortage of mosques. As well as assisting 
interaction with the community in their daily life, the mosque provides a site for religious 
activities. Where mosques are few, such activity is diminished and this has some 
psychological effect upon the people. 
 
 
In pre-colonial neighbourhoods, more than half of the respondents say that there is a 
mosque already provided in their neighbourhood, in the traditional Muslim environment, 
the mosque achieved the ideal use by serving as a multi-purpose space for prayers, 
education, political decisions, and several celebrations. In most traditional Libyan cities 
the places near the mosque are the preferred places for elderly people where they gather 
to chat, exchange news, reply to any strangers needs and observe children to control their 
behaviour, while awaiting prayers. Mortada (2003) points out that mosque building in 
traditional cities was done in hierarchical order by size, and according to their location, 
service zone and walking distance. The small one is called Masjid Alawkat and is the 
daily mosque, mainly located in every residential area in a semi-private/ semi-public zone 
within easy walking distance (150- 200m) and is mainly used by local people for daily 
prayers and sometimes for teaching children. The second one is called Masjid Aljomah, 
the Friday mosque where Friday prayer occurs every week or it may be called Masjid 
Aljama which means that it has many purposes, such as a library, meeting hall, large 
courtyard and classrooms as well as being located mainly in public streets where it is used 
by local people and Muslim strangers (visitors, passers-by) and within walking distance 
(250-300m). The third one and the largest, is called Mussalla and is used mainly for 
religious celebrations and for special prayers, such as when people ask God to give them 
rainwater or for general meetings to discuss matters of concern to everyone and it is 
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located in residential districts or out of cities. For all these reasons, mosques should be 
provided in every residential area.  
 
In post-colonial neighbourhoods, the majority of those who believe there is a need for a 
mosque indicated that existing mosques in their neighbourhoods do not act appropriately 
as a focal point. This is due to differences in design and choice of location. This has a 
negative effect on the mosques’ relationship with the residents as well as with other 
architectural urban an element's many residents claimed that the mosque was not serving 
its internal or external functions. In their view, these mosques did not provide an adequate 
atmosphere for practising religion due to lack of a suitable enclosure, creating discomfort 
in summer and winter. They also voiced concern about how the mosque is represented in 
their neighbourhood. They considered that the location of most of these mosques was too 
close to the streets. They complained about the lack of public space around them where 
they could gather before and after prayer for social interactions. In their view, the modern 
mosque is not well planned for a religious atmosphere and social interaction, and is failing 
in its functions compared to more mosques that are traditional.  
 
Discussions about the role of the mosque with some experts during the field study in the 
traditional areas revealed that the location of the mosque in urban fabric emphasises its 
importance in Libyan society.  
The traditional mosque the city of Tripoli Is usually located near housing .It’s clear from 
a distance that the mosque the dominating architectural element and the most important 
focal point in the city. This domination is embodied in its location, function and image. 
These features are still present although various changes have occurred in mosque form 
and size during different stages in the past. 
 
In the colonial neighbourhoods, survey interview shelf with some residents and experts 
revealed shortage of mosques in these areas. As well as assisting Interaction with the 
community 
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In their daily life, the mosque provides site for religious activities. With the mosques’ 
virtual non-existence, such activity was diminished and this had some psychological 
effect upon the people. 
 
It seems that people’s desire to have a mosque close to their house depends on how often 
they go to the mosque. As we are planning for a Muslim community, a mosque should be 
provided for those who want to perform their religious duty by praying three times a day. 
This requires a mosque to be located within walking distance of houses... Perhaps the 
mosque is too far away from their housing or, considering the conditions of modern urban 
life, people may prefer to perform their morning prayers in their own homes and midday 
prayers in their work places, although most people still go to their local mosques for 
evening prayers, provided there is a mosque in their locality. 
 
+ The maximum accepted distance for a local mosque is around 10 minutes’ walk from 
each house. The appropriate size for a local mosque depends on the population it intends 
to serve or the number of houses in its locality 
 
Figure 7-27 Main problems caused by mosques 
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Figure 7-28 mosques amenities needed 
 
Q22. Satisfaction with Condition of Open Spaces (Children’s Play 
Areas) 
 
The open spaces which are incorporated into the approved layout of neighbourhoods for 
outdoor uses, such as playground areas, gardens and parks are mainly devoted to 
producing some degree of comfort, recreation and wellbeing for residents in the 
neighbourhood 
More than half of the respondents said there is no specific place provided for their 
children to play. More than 80% said there is a need to provide a children’s play area in 
their neighbourhood. No respondent in any of the neighbourhoods believes there is no 
need. Only in modern neighbourhoods did the majority of the respondents reply that there 
is a children’s play area provided within the neighbourhood. In fact, there is no play area 
provided specifically for this settlement, but as it is located in an inner city, area the 
inhabitants have good access to Park-soq, which is in close proximity to the project. This 
is one of the largest parks in the city, and includes facilities such as a small zoo, children’s 
play areas and green space, which makes it very attractive to local and city residents. 
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Of the 18.9%of those that believe a children’s play area should be provided in their 
neighbourhood, more than half said it should be located within walking distance of their 
homes, mainly to enable them to supervise their children while playing outside. In 
addition, around two thirds of the respondents recommend an adventure play area, while 
around one third prefer a supervised place to be provided for their children to play. The 
main problem associated with a children’s play area was reported to be the noise. 
 
+ Provision of a children’s play area is necessary in close proximity (walking distance) 
to Housing for the purpose of supervision of children. Children should not be obliged to 
cross a major road to access the play area, nor should the play area be located adjacent to 
residential buildings. 
 
 
Figure 7-29 Children's play area amenities needed 
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Moreover, as Hassan points out, higher internal density (crowding) is perceived as the 
factor which forces children out of their flats to play where parental surveillance and 
control over children declines, leading to juvenile delinquency (Hassan, 1980: 34). For 
example, for people who live in a walk-up-flats, such as in the Tripoli Case study post-
colonial (Al-Gurji), inwalk-up-flats of four storeys, parental supervision would not be 
possible. Planning in Libya should address the indoor space issue, particularly when 
designing housing to provide enough spaces for different family sizes and for cultural, 
hygiene and safety purposes. For example, one resident said, "The government provides 
homes for its citizens, and I thank the Libyan government for this service. However, walk-
up-flats are very small; each home has only three rooms. How does the government 
expect me to live in this house with seven children?" 
Respondents mentioned that children’s playing area is an important place whether it is 
indoor or outdoor, and the lack of such space could be a significant reason which 
motivated residents to move from their flats and neighbourhood. The indoor play area for 
younger children, such as the living room or elsewhere, in the flat is safer and more secure 
because mothers could keep an eye on their children, not let them get involved in fights 
or mix with bad company. Children’s play areas are not the only places for play but to 
exercise their bodies and learn from play is an important, basic human need and one which 
encourages cognitive development and reinforces self-confidence lack of playing areas, 
indoor and outdoor, is the push factor for children to play in the streets which makes them 
vulnerable to many dangers. Many public houses in Tripoli suffer from a lack of play 
areas. Planning and building legislation in Libya has not studied the importance of this 
issue in outdoor and indoor spaces.    
Q23. Satisfaction with Safety in the Streets 
 
The effect of street planning on the scene of safety in survey.55%of respondents in pre-
colonial neighbourhoods indicated that the planning of the streets had no negative effect 
their safety because the streets are empty of cars((Figure 7-30).).The respondents that 
didn't thinks we're not satisfied with the planning of the streets 
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They said that the streets are narrow and they cannot function efficiently these days 
because colonial neighbourhoods, the level of satisfaction with street layout in relation 
to safety was slightly lower (51%) than in pre-colonial neighbourhoods (Figure 7-30). 
 
 
Figure 7-30Level of satisfaction with planning of the streets in relation to safety 
 
Some Residents In the colonial neighbourhoods suggested the general atmosphere around 
street (e.g. in restaurants, cafes and shops) is somewhat different from that in the old city. 
The people in such places were disturbed by heavy traffic and noise and poor air quality 
caused by smoke from cars. This is partly due to street layout, but to a larger extent due 
to the central location of these areas in the city. 
Other schemes show even less concern for roads and access as they are already provided. 
The main problem associated with roads and access is reported as noise. 
 
In the post-colonial neighbourhood, 47% of respondents indicated that the streets had no 
negative impact on their safety and that they were satisfied with the street layout  
The residents that were satisfied with the street layout were mostly from the Hay El-
Andalus neighbourhood, where streets are wider than in the El-Shargyah   
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neighbourhoods, and enable good vehicle access without disturbance to other residents. 
This aspect is very important to the often large Libyan family. 
The majority of respondents in the two other post-colonial neighbourhoods (particularly 
- El- shra algrby) felt unhappy with their streets, since driving in them was very difficult 
and dangerous (especially for old people) due to bad planning (Figure 7-30). They 
thought that these streets were narrow and they complained about the lack of maintenance 
to facilities such as sidewalks, street lighting, road signs and street names, which could 
have a serious impact on their safety. 
 
Most of the respondents in neighbourhoods preferred future pedestrian and vehicular 
movements to be in the same street but for pedestrians to be provided with shaded paths 
as well as safety. However, in all neighbourhoods, complete separation between 
pedestrian and vehicular movements was preferred, perhaps because they currently live 
in such a situation and is satisfied with it. 
• Depending on the volume of traffic, different types of roads and access should be 
provided within the neighbourhood. 
 
• Pedestrian pathways should be clearly secure from traffic on roads, for instance, by 
using trees as a buffer to offer maximum safety and shade. 
Technology has played a significant role in changing the built environment of Libya. The 
adoption of planning legislation and regulations based (more or less) upon western 
concepts and standards created a built environment different from the traditional 
environment in scale and form at the same time enhanced the use of modern building 
techniques and materials, which  
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7.6 Social and physical Contradictions of Contemporary: 
Searching the literature of qualitative approaches and methods in the social sciences, one 
finds a wide spectrum of analysis strategies. However, the difficulties in transforming 
qualitative and descriptive data into a quantitative figure cover a great part in the debate 
between the two traditions in social research. In the literature, Patton (1980) dwells on 
the role of patterns, categories and descriptive units in the analysis of qualitative data. 
Bliss (1983) focuses on the network approach of categorisation of data. In general, the 
emphasis of the literature in qualitative analysis is on the categorisations and correlations 
of categories. Although the strength of the quantitative techniques are still held superior 
in the field of sociology, qualitative techniques such as documenting analysis, 
ethnography and participant observation are employed and used by many researchers in 
the field. Bnmalt. (1980) emphasised the benefit of using the two methodological 
traditions simultaneously together in research.  Dey (1993) elaborated that the two 
traditions in research complemented each other and that there should not be any sharp 
division between qualitative and quantitative methods. 
7.7 Analysis Strategy 
In general, a qualitative approach in research is equated with the use of unstructured 
methods. The result of using these methods will be accumulated in the form of 
"unstructured" data. These unstructured responses are descriptive and unclassified. The 
data gathered from the field survey covered a whole wide range of points and opinions. 
Some of the data collected were not relevant to the subject under study and they were 
disregarded. However the lack of structure was illustrated in the characteristic volume, 
complexity and variation of much of the data accumulated. Repeated efforts to classify 
and categorise some of the unstructured responses (e.g. perception of the traditional urban 
structure), produced results that were not satisfactory to the author. However, it was 
decided to follow a straight and simple analysis approach. The approach followed in this 
section of the qualitative part, is to write down all the relevant points of the unstructured 
responses of the people who participated in this survey. Following this approach, the 
respondents themselves will be analysing some of issues relating to the study under 
investigation since many of these, respondents were educated, some in architecture and 
planning it was thought that the analysis would be mutual.  
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The professional opinion of the educated respondents is part of the general public opinion; 
the only difference is that the professional opinion expressed by some of the respondents 
is more explicit and communicated to the other parts of the general public in a detailed 
manner. Therefore, the analysis strategy followed here is two folds; one is from the survey 
sample to the researcher, the other analysis is performed by the researcher on the various 
inputs of data from the survey respondents. 
In addition the effort was made not to use numbers or statistical figures during the 
analysis. It was thought, after consulting some knowledgeable researchers and looking 
into the qualitative analysis literature, that using numbers for the responses of 
unstructured, opinions generating, questions would deviate from the objectives and 
principles of qualitative research. Therefore, it was decided to use symbols whenever the 
information accumulated was classified and put into categories. Furthermore, words such; 
majority, most, some, are used in order to convey the opinions descriptions and 
observations communicated to the author during this qualitative exercise. 
 
7.7.1 General information about the survey sample 
In this section of the research, the attempt is made to analyse the qualitative part of the 
case study survey. The qualitative part of the survey consisted of many unstructured 
questions. This questionnaire survey was part of the whole case study survey. 
Unfortunately, not many people responded to this part of the survey as they did with the 
quantitative part. However, the total of responses gathered covered different disciplines, 
neighbourhoods, areas of origin. ages and types of dwelling. It has to be stressed here that 
many of the people who took the time and mental effort to respond to these unstructured 
and sometimes demanding questions were professional peopleThe following tables 
illustrate the wide range qualifications, jobs ages, neighbourhoods, origins and types of 
dwellings. 
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JOP QUALIFICATION AGE NEIGHBOURHOOD DWELLINGS 
1 Departmen
t 
Civil Engineer 30-40  Al-Sarem  Villa 
2 Architect  Architecture  40-50  El-Gurje Flat 
3 Teacher Geography  20-30  Bn Ashor Floor of a 
villa 
4 Lecturer Architecture 30-40 Al-Sarem Villa 
5 Architect  Architecture  20-30  El-Gurje Flat 
6 Urban 
design 
 Civil Engineer 30-40 Al-Sarem Floor of a 
villa 
7 Architect Architecture 30-40 Bn Ashor Aat 
8 Architect Architecture 30-40  Al-Sarem Villa 
9 Architect  Architecture  20-30  El-Gurje Flat 
10 Urban 
Designer 
Civil Engineer 30-40 Bn -Ashor Floor of a 
villa 
11 Urban 
Designer 
Civil Eng.  30-40  Al-Sarem Villa 
12 Architect Civil Eng.  30-40  El-Gurje Flat 
13 Urban 
Designer 
Civil Engineer 30-40  Bn- Ashor Villa 
14 Lecturer Architecture  20-30  El-Gurje Flat 
 
 
7.8 Quality of Life in the colonial Neighbourhood and post-colonial 
Neighbourhood /Urban Spatial Structure 
 
During our investigation of the colonial and post-colonial urban spatial structure of the 
city and its neighbourhoods, it was found as expected, that there were no major 
differences in the urban layout of the neighbourhoods. All of these neighbourhoods 
follow the grid /villa layout in urban design. Therefore the result of the individual 
households experiences in these urban setting were very similar to each other. Most of 
them shared the same advantages and disadvantages of life in such urban environments. 
Quoting an architect from Tripoli who lives in Al-Sarem neighbourhood near the old 
airport and lives in a villa: 
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".All neighbourhoods of Tripoli look the same as the others and have similarities in the 
provision of amenities and services therefore the only difference nowadays is the location 
of the neighbourhood in terms of easiness or difficulty of access  
Judging from the compiled responses to this qualitative industry about life in the 
contemporary urban neighbourhood, the majority of the people felt that they have lost 
most of the social neighbourhood norms and ways of life that was apparent in the 
traditional urban structure. For example, the neighbourly atmosphere of social gathering 
during the "Eid" festivities became extinct and collected from past memories. Although 
few neighbourhoods made the effort to revive this social interaction norm, it had 
disappeared altogether throughout the urban spatial structure. A architect who lives in 
Hayy El-Andalus neighbourhood wrote:  "The post-colonial urban design created wasted 
and unnecessary distances between neighbours. Social relationships are very weak and 
anomistic between neighbours is common nowadays. " 
 
One has only to look at the different and huge building programmes in the centre of 
Tripoli Hayy El-Andalus, district discussed earlier in this study. The human - scale 
aspects of the project are not in harmony with the traditional layout of the centre of the 
city. Although the development authority responsible for the project is devising many 
schemes to attract people and trade to the area, people. Especially the young generation, 
have a confused perception when they visit the area. The same could be said about the 
quality of life in the post-colonial urban neighbourhoods all over the city. 
Looking at the accumulative responses of our survey sample, there were more negative 
aspects emphasised than there were positive one. The advantages mentioned by many of 
our respondents could be summarised into these categories: 
Services were provided for the neighbourhood Easy movement to other parts of the city 
(accessibility) Large and ventilated housing units. Other categories have much less 
emphasis from our sample under investigation in comparison, the negative aspects were 
emphasised by the majority of the respondents. The most important disadvantages of 
colonial and post-colonial urban living in the city of Tripoli were as follows: 
x No protection for the household privacy. 
x The grid /villa urban design pattern resulted in more accidents and noise pollution. 
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x Lack of neighbourly atmosphere and security. 
x Lack of neighbourhood social gathering places for children and adults of the 
community. 
x No architectural identity. 
x No comprehensive plan for the whole neighbourhood. 
Many other negative aspects of colonial and post-colonial urban living in the city were 
emphasised, although to a less degree than these categories it is safely deducted that the 
quality of life in the colonial and post-colonial urban neighbourhood has more negative 
aspects than it has positive ones. The majority of emphasised many disadvantages 
associated with urban living experiences. 
The socio-cultural aspects in the design of neighbourhoods have been disregarded. 
Therefore, social interactions between the residents have diminished a great deal 
compared to the traditional neighbourhood. In the traditional neighbourhood, all of the 
secondary streets would end up in the neighbourhood's mosque. The mosque acted as a 
community centre where all the residents of a particular neighbourhood will know each 
other and meet many times during the prayer times. If one is absent, the residents will 
inquire and visit him in his house. In the colonial and post-colonial built-environment, 
many people stay locked in their homes without any interaction with neighbours and the 
residents of the area. They became exiled in their own homes. The contemporary 
individual urbanite leaves his house in his automobile, and in the afternoon, he comes 
back and close his automatic doors declaring a complete boycott to the neighbourhood he 
is residing in. As one post-colonial writer commented: 
 
"Why did we lose satisfaction with ourselves? And why have not we adapted to the 
contemporary reality? Simply stated was our identity? 
The answer is very painful and sad. We have built large and spacious houses and 
competed with each other to build the most extravagant of dwellings. We competed to 
import the best available house furnishings. Then we tried to convince ourselves to accept 
what we had done!! At the same time we were looking for something that we have lost. 
We are trying to cure some of the nostalgic feelings within us. Inside the large house we 
had built small nostalgic setting. We put the tent and build the fire in search for our 
identity! We put large and numerous paintings of traditional urban settings in our living 
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rooms!! We try to look for help from Japanese technology. But there is no taste or smell. 
We try to put mud colours in the facades!!! Something inside us is screaming to get our 
identity back which was lost in the traffic of contemporary life lets go back and discuss 
these matters with ourselves so we can arrive at a good and lasting cure. "(Abdulhakem, 
1995). 
 
 
The Dwelling's Features Affecting the Privacy Concerns of the Individual Urbanite 
 
During the fieldwork exercise in Tripoli, the people were asked to state the most 
important urban feature that affects their privacy in their own households. The following 
discussion will deal with the responses stated by the individuals in this survey. 
 
Windows and openings 
 
All of the respondents thought that the windows and openings were the most important 
aspect of household privacy. Many thought that they had to sacrifice their own privacy 
for ventilation and lighting. One respondent who lives in Bn Ashor neighbourhood, in a 
large-size villa wrote: 
"The windows of your neighbour looks directly in to your own bedroom this injures your 
sacred privacy  
Many respondents said that they were not able to open their closed most of the time. This 
in fact shows how important is the privacy issue in the socio-cultural milieu of the people. 
In general, one can deduct a conflict between different issues concerning the windows 
and openings of the house. 
First - the need for complete and full privacy for individual and his family. 
Secondly- the need for ventilation and sun-shine for a healthy house.  
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Thirdly-the need for security from intruders.  
Fourthly-the necessary modifications in case of fire or other hazards.  
Finally- an issue which is associated with the newly created socio-economic milieu of the 
society, "modernity" and prestige. 
 
The result of our quantitative survey emphasised the modernity and prestige aspect. Since 
more people preferred to have large size windows, although it is not logical in social and 
environmental terms, the most probable explanation is associated with prestige and the 
imitation of other residents in the neighbourhood and the city as a whole. The windows 
and openings have been changed from the traditional small and vertical ones to the large 
and horizontal windows. Their numbers have increased dramatically and their location 
from being looking inward to an outside position. The result was that the privacy of the 
individual and all his neighbours is totally impaired. However, many of the respondents 
were concerned enough about the issue of windows and openings to give many 
suggestions on how to curtail or reduce the problem of privacy. However, the researcher 
feels that the problem is associated with the building and zoning regulations as a whole. 
These laws and regulations do not allow for the building of courtyard houses. The 
courtyard house protects the privacy of the household. Unfortunately, minimum lot-size 
and set-back zoning regulations prevent the average urbanite from building a house that 
con cultural norms and values. 
However, as an observer to the urban scene of the city of Tripoli people are increasingly 
abolishing the balcony openings in their villas and flat balconies are usually built facing 
the public streets and therefore, never been  utilised. In the traditional setting, a balcony 
will face into the internal courtyard; consequently there was no problem with privacy 
concerns. However, during the last ten years, there was a noticeable reduction of 
balconies as a feature in the villas and buildings in the city. In the newly built areas of the 
city, they hardly can be seen at all. In the comparatively older urban settings, many 
residents had blocked these openings and transformed these balconies into an addition to 
the living room, dining room or bedroom. This is a slow and possible adaptation to the 
socio-cultural norms and values of the society. However, that adaptation was not 
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successful with other features of the urban spatial structure. And resulted in a 
differentiated and contradictory urban environment 
 
In the final analysis on the features that concerns the privacy of the individual urbanite, 
the most important item for our sample under investigation was the windows and 
openings of the house. They ranked at the top of the list in term of importance for the 
privacy of the household under investigation. This was followed by the open-yards and 
fences around the built-up are of the house. There was no difference between the two 
dwelling's features in their importance for privacy of the household. These two features 
are very closely related. In the traditional courtyard, the windows would be oriented 
toward the courtyard within the house. In the colonial and post-colonial villa, the 
windows are oriented toward the external-yard outside the house. The number of floors 
came third in term of importance since many people in the survey lived in villas or floor 
of a villa. However, the people who lived in flats were very much affected by the negative 
impact of living in multiple floor apartment buildings. 
A villa type dwelling where the owner 
increased the height of the fence 
 
Multiple-floor apartment buildings and 
the loss of human scale 
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Conclusion 
 
The remarkable increase in Libya’s wealth led to dramatic changes in the socio-physical 
aspects of the city of Tripoli. A huge number of migrants settled in the city, influencing 
the tradition and the old way of life of the inhabitants, and leading to the emergence of 
new housing types. The traditional home was designed and built by local people, while 
colonial homes were designed and built for Italian families, which had a different life 
style and image. In modern neighbourhood; homes were designed and constructed for 
Libyan families but by foreign-trained architects and contractors who knew little about 
local customs and habits. As a result, the highest level of complaint here was about the 
inappropriate organisation of space in the home. Italian-style and modern homes reflect 
the socio-cultural contradictions that are clear in the production of these homes and 
related urban elements. This is further evidence of the shortcomings of twentieth century 
neighbourhood production. The traditional home also had shortcomings, particularly with 
respect to internal space shortage. Nevertheless, in traditional are as people made fewer 
changes to their houses than in colonial and modern areas. People tend to make changes 
in their homes in order to satisfy their daily needs. 
 
This part of the field study analysis is a complementary and supportive one to the previous 
quantitative insight into the research. In this qualitative chapter on the socio-physical 
contradictions in colonial and post-colonial urban patterns, we started by stating the 
analysis strategy and general information relating to the survey sample. 
In the next part, we dwelt upon the different perceptions generated by some of the 
respondents who participated in this exercise. These perceptions emphasized the 
simplicity, social solidarity and cohesion that was apparent in the traditional urban spatial 
structure. Although, these perceptions were normally charged with nostalgic feelings of 
time and place, nevertheless, they somehow point to the dissatisfaction with the present 
built-environment. The protection of the neighbourhoods rights privacy and the strong 
social relations among neighbours were a mong the most impotent aspects of the 
traditional urban setting. These two perceptions by the respondents were lacking in the 
colonial and post-colonial urban scene. 
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That part of the study was followed by the respondent’s views on the quality of life in 
their colonial and post-colonial neighbourhoods and the urban spatial structure as a 
whole. It was emphasised by many that all of the colonial and post-colonial 
neighbourhoods have similar layout and services and that the only difference among them 
would be in term of accessibility in relation to other parts of the city as a whole. However, 
the negative aspects of colonial and post-colonial urban neighbourhoods out-weigh the 
positive ones. The socio-cultural aspect in the design of colonial and post-colonial 
neighbourhoods has been disregarded. Therefore, the lack of social interaction was 
attributed to be the most negative part in the quality of urban life. In addition, the privacy 
concerns and architectural and urban identity of the contemporary neighbourhoods were 
stressed by the majority of the survey sample as contributing to the disadvantages of these 
neighbourhoods. In addition, further analysis was made on the different features affecting 
the privacy concerns of the individual urbanite. These features included the dwelling's 
windows and openings, fences and yards and the number of floors. That section 
emphasised that our respondent saw the windows and openings in their dwellings as the 
most important feature affecting their privacy within their domains. However, the open 
yards around the built-up area of the house were very much related to the windows and 
openings in term of their effect on the privacy concerns of the individual urbanite. 
 
In summary, these main issues discussed in this qualitative insight into the field of study 
test and emphasise the main hypothesis and propositions discussed earlier in the 
methodological approach to this study. This part and the quantitative section of the field 
study analysis act together to support the theoretical propositions on the socio- cultural 
contradictions witnessed in the colonial and post-colonial urban environment However, 
these results and discussions should not be looked at as a conclusive result. Rather, these 
results which support and agree with the hypothesis and propositions of this research, 
should be perceived as a catalyst for further supportive arguments on the problems and 
disparities of the contemporary built-environment. 
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
8.1 Introduction 
The idea behind this study on the built-environment was started because of previous 
professional and personal experiences as an individual in the wide urban scene. The main 
concerns could be classified into two folds: The first concern was the fast and dramatic 
urban changes that had occurred during the last 30-40 years in the country's built-
environment These dramatic changes have produced many socio- cultural contradictions 
in the urban environment These changes were associated with the gradual distortion of 
the Libyan urban identity which manifested itself in the local distinctive architectural and 
urban heritage. 
The second concern was the lack of understanding and of sensitivity to the great urban 
principles and parameters that were apparent in the traditional urban spatial structure. The 
rush for urban development and so called "urban moderation had resulted in the total 
disregard for the positive principles of the traditional urban structure. This required the 
demand to explain and explore the positive and lively aspects of the traditional urban 
structure in the hope that some of these urban principles could be rusticated and given a 
fresh start in order to have a more balanced urban environment that take into account the 
socio cultural norms and aspirations of the urban residents. However, the aim of this study 
is not only to put forward some urban principles and recommendations, but to achieve 
and develop some understanding and awareness between the urban residents being 
ordinary residents, professionals in architectural and planning field and decision makers. 
From this understanding and awareness of the problem in the contemporary existing 
urban field, it is hoped that a facilitated understanding for the treatment of the problem 
will be possible in the future. In this final chapter, a review of the study is given, followed 
by the research findings. In the next part, recommended approaches to the problem of the 
contemporary built-environment are discussed in detail. However, these approaches are 
put forward in order to understand that there exist many solutions and alternatives to the 
problem. But the most important issue or constraint in their application must be the will 
of the high decision-making level to apply the changes and modifications required in 
order to have a more socially and culturally acceptable built-environment. 
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8.2 Hypothesis objectives with which this study started may be 
summarised as 
The first hypothesis Cross-cultural influences which are usually transmitted by conquest, 
trade, and/or mass-media, lead to changes of values and affect attitudes to settlement 
patterns and built form. Finally, the third hypothesis, stated that change, either from 
within, such as from internal forces in the local economy, or as result of cross cultural 
influences, either by conquest,  trade, and or mass media was sometimes inevitable and 
lead to changes in values and attitudes. There would therefore be some aspects of the old 
traditional house/settlement system which are no longer congruent with the new values 
and aspirations. 
 
The second hypothesis is to investigate the major factors influencing the development of 
Libya’s traditional architecture. Because the house form and settlement patterns were not 
simply the result of physical forces, but also the outcome of a complex set of socio-
cultural factors. That implied that there is a strong relationship between culture and the 
built environment which would be evident in the juxtaposition of different forms in a 
context where all other variables {climate, site, economics, etc., ) are constant. This, 
however, does not imply simple determinism, nor undermine the role of physical, 
economic, and other 
 
The third hypothesis to examine the degree of people’s satisfaction with both traditional 
and contemporary housing in terms of sociocultural and climatic aspects .because Mass-
produced housing ignored the socio-cultural needs of Libyan society. It hardly supported 
commonly desired activities, did not fulfil the required level of privacy, and did not 
facilitate social interaction; hence, it disturbed the overall well-being of its inhabitants 
and also the second hypothesis asserts that contemporary design is primarily concerned 
with resolving problems caused by obvious factors namely climate, site, economics, 
politics, and technology but cultural forces have in general not been explicitly considered. 
It is argued that ‘normativism’ is a common feature of government systems which ignores 
people's socio-cultural needs. Recent examples of mass housing hardly supported 
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commonly desired activities, did not fulfill the required level of privacy, and did not 
facilitate interaction. That suggested that traditional forms of environments were more 
'culture responsive' than modern ones, and that given a choice people would prefer to live 
in the traditional forms of housing and settlement. 
 
As far as the first hypothesis is concerned, the large variety of built forms suggests that 
there is more than just physical forces acting on the built environment. The case of the 
colonial city is further evidence of the role of socio-cultural forces in the shaping of 
houses and settlements. There is, however, very often a tendency to explain house and 
settlement forms only in terms of physical and economic forces. Of the many physical 
forces, climate and the need for shelter have received the greatest attention. In this frame 
of reference, people are said to be concerned with shelter and therefore, the imperatives 
of climate determine form. 
 
As far as the first hypothesis is concerned, the large variety of built forms suggests that 
there is more than just physical forces acting on the built environment. The case of the 
colonial city is further evidence of the role of socio-cultural forces in the shaping of 
houses and settlements. There is, however, very often a tendency to explain house and 
settlement forms only in terms of physical and economic forces. Of the many physical 
forces, climate and the need for shelter have received the greatest attention. In this frame 
of reference, people are said to be concerned with shelter and therefore, the imperatives 
of climate determine form. 
 
It is agreed that shelter is a necessity for survival and that climate is an important factor 
in housing, but climatic determinism is too restricted and simple an explanation for the 
complex global distribution of housing forms. If climate were the predominant factor, 
there should be greater similarities in housing and settlement forms found in similar 
climatic areas. But, this is not the case, and is well illustrated in areas where different 
ethnic groups coexist. Therefore, as in each climatic zone there are many ways of building 
physically appropriate housing, climate should be seen as a modifier rather than a 
determinant of form. 
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The similarities between the Islamic cities around the world illustrates the impact of the 
Islamic cultural framework on people's choices. It shows, for example, how Islamic 
values and attitudes towards social control and interaction led to introversion, both at the 
macro and micro levels of the city. 
 
The strong contrast between Islamic urban and architectural aesthetics and art in general 
and Roman or other arts, is another testimony of the role of cultural and religious attitudes 
in the shaping of the built environment. As Islam's prohibitions against imagery and idols 
not only led to the suppression of all figurative decorations in Islamic art, but led to the 
development of distinctive geometric and abstract forms and motifs. 
 
The analysis of the Old City's plan and traditional courtyard house as well as observation 
indicate that the fundamental characteristics of the traditional courtyard house in harmony 
with the family's tradition of isolating itself from the public and its need for a private 
domestic life. These needs are physically reflected in the distancing and closed character 
of the traditional courtyard house. The distancing is articulated in three phases. The first 
is abent entrance between the yard and the so-called quarter street (a public in a residential 
quarter). In the second phase, the distancing of the house is further emphasized by a 
corridor added to bent entrance. The third phase is characterized by the corridor being 
opened towards a cul-de-sac, which is open to the public street. Thus, one enters the cul-
de-sac from the public or secondary street, thereafter the corridor and finally arrives at 
the bent entrance 
for my case study in which I have examined the research question `how significant are 
traditional socio - cultural living patterns in the design of modern houses?' Residents of 
the houses in all three phases, regardless of their socio-cultural backgrounds, were 
increasingly likely to make physical modifications to their houses. This has become not 
only a fashion as well as a social status for residents, but also a business for some small 
companies which have been founded and grown from the modification jobs. 
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They have template designs for modifications for different types of houses, from small 
changes to complete makeovers, the main purpose form all, including houses in the latest 
built blocks, is to modernise the layout as well as the fittings of the houses.  
 
The respondents miss many things from their houses that could be classified as: 
improving the function of the existing internal spaces, adding new spaces and improving 
the quality of the internal and external spaces, such as landscaping around the apartment 
blocks or a garden, internal decoration and having new furniture and equipment type of 
maintenance was repainting or re-plastering the exterior of houses.  
Closing off balconies are the most frequent changes made to the home for many reasons, 
such as for the sake of raising the level of privacy for inhabitants’ convenience or to 
increase the area of the spaces that were closed to them, like the living room or kitchen 
or guest room. On the other hand, flexibility in the design of Tripoli public housing is not 
given sufficient care by designers; therefore users’ changes are limited by the structural 
system (prefabricated) and the design of spaces. Most of these aspects are reflected in 
applying planning and building to such features as balconies, windows which overlook 
neighbours, thin walls and the organisation of internal spaces that are unsuitable for local 
customs. These lead people to make changes to their homes because they are dissatisfied 
with the spaces that no longer fulfil their needs and which do not reflect their social and 
cultural life.  
 
The study identified that two variables of `plan of the modern house' and 'socio-economic 
status of the household' have a causal impact on the `pattern of privacy and social 
interaction' practised by the families living in the houses. The impact, however, is highly 
influenced by `modernism trends' which have dominated every aspect of Libyans' lives.  
Investigation into the philosophical approaches to social research in chapter five 
identified a two-phase sequential mixed-method inquiry for the study.  
For this purpose, statistical quantitative results were obtained from a randomly selected 
sample population living in a variety of houses in the three case studies, . Analysis of the 
factual information obtained from the study's quantitative research demonstrated that a) 
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the majority of families living in case studies are in their middle ages with children aged 
between 10 and 25, ) their education and economic status are good, a characteristic shared 
by the majority of population living in TRIPOLI, c) most families their satisfaction with 
their current house is higher due to the three factors of the houses' facilities and comfort, 
security and internal plan. It is viewed through the age range of families and their level 
of satisfaction of the houses that modernisation and its associated trends have had an 
impact on all sections of Libyan society, regardless of life cycle, life level and lifestyle. 
Modern houses have become a favourite type of housing  
Regarding the overall satisfaction with the resulting environment, the analysis shows that 
the great majority of respondents were satisfied with the type and size of their houses, 
especially those who had previously lived in flats, or terraced or semi-detached houses. 
In terms of satisfaction with privacy, Household in the Colonial area were found to be 
less satisfied with privacy than those in the Postcolonial area, mainly due to differences 
in household composition with more females .In general, most respondents regarded their 
current houses as better than the previous one, and they mentioned detached dwellings as 
their most preferred type of housing. In contrast, the great majority of Household, 
particularly in the Postcolonial area indicated high levels of dissatisfaction with their 
areas. Such high levels of dissatisfaction were mainly concerned with facilities and 
services in their areas as well as low levels of security experienced. In this respect, most 
Household, particularly in the Postcolonial area had taken preventative measures to 
protect their houses from burglary attempts. 
. 
Analysis of the quantitative attitudinal information confirmed that half of the families 
whom I studied, those mainly living in phase two houses with the standard first floor 
layout, believed that an intermediary space had to be considered in the design of the house 
in order to maintain their privacy. Other findings in relation to internal organisation of 
the houses, family privacy, overlooking, open plan kitchen and alterations in the house 
and their relation to privacy revealed that overlooking and privacy of internal spaces from 
outside has been a concern for almost all respondents and they feel uncomfortable if 
situated in an overlooked position. The visual access inside the house in the open plan 
areas and especially the open plan kitchen, however, is not an issue for many families, 
especially women, mainly due to the fact that they have control over internal spaces and 
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can adjust either their behaviour patterns or dress code, or ultimately withdraw 
themselves from the social interaction at any time. 
The structure and layout of Tripoli public housing determines how well temperature and 
sound are transmitted from outside or from adjoining properties. In Tripoli public 
housing, noise and heat from the outside are exacerbated through the use of big windows 
with a single pane of glass and have prefabricated walls that have less sound and heat 
insulation, as in case studies 2 and 3 Tripoli housing. Moreover, Libyan building and 
planning legislation currently is issued without addressing specifically building materials. 
That is considered as being a gap in this legislation.   
 
Respondents’ main preference was for a detached house (villa). This type has a large lot 
surrounded by a fence in quiet areas and has enough places and spaces suitable for 
carrying out Libyan customs and traditions. Moreover, the family can participate in the 
design of the house. This type (villa) is preferred because it offers the possibility for future 
extensions, depending on family requirements. Future extension is very important for 
Libyan families because they still have strong ties to close relatives and to extended 
families. However, people who live in public housing high-rise blocks miss the potential 
to make any future extension to their flats that could sustain their way of living.  
 
The courtyard house is the second preference for the respondents. Because this type 
provides good privacy, it is suitable for local climate conditions; it has good ventilation, 
and offers a space for relaxation as it has quiet spaces, such as the court with planting, a 
fountain and high privacy. This type is no longer constructed due to the application of 
zoning regulations. 
 
From field observation in the case studies of Tripoli housing show that the flats of 
respondents are the only choice that was given to them and they respond only to satisfying 
their most contingent needs. Additionally, the proximity to the workplace is the highest 
reason that motivated the respondents to choose their flats. This shows how proximity to 
the workplace is important to people as it involves less travel by car to the workplace, 
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less time is needed for this and less pollution is caused. Pollution then, has direct and 
indirect effects on public health and the economy.  
 
On the other hand, Lack of indoor spaces to accommodate family members is the main 
reason which motivated people to move from their flats, because, having many people 
living in a small place causes overcrowding and a lack of privacy. Furthermore, higher 
internal density (crowding) is perceived as the factor which forces children out of their 
flats to play where parental surveillance and control over children declines, leading to 
juvenile delinquency. The spaces and the total floor area of the sample of public housing 
in Tripoli are not satisfying the inhabitants’ needs and this is generating more problems 
for them. Planning and building legislation codes, such as setback requirements, site 
coverage, building height and density play an important role in limiting the number of 
spaces and floor area. 
 
 It is clear that most of these concerns are keenly felt and shared by respondents and they 
demonstrate and reflect the significance of these matters to the residents and how the 
design of Tripoli public housing has failed to meet the real needs of people. The lack of 
children’s play areas, privacy and special needs for elderly people are examples of that. 
Planning and building in Libya can contribute to improving the design of housing by 
addressing these issues.   
 
 Privacy at level (neighbourhood) 
 
The observation and the analysis of the Old City's plan indicate that privacy in the Old 
City is ensured through the positioning of residential blocks in relation to each other and 
through the indirect placement of doors and windows in relation to each other and streets. 
In addition to providing privacy, such off-set positioning creates an urban form that is 
physically attractive and diverse. Perceptually dynamic, it will be devoid of monotony 
that is found in a grid system. Undoubtedly, the close juxtaposition of buildings of 
varying height creates conflict of privacy where the residents of lower houses can be 
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exposed to the view of those who live in the higher residential blocks. The negative effect 
of juxtapositions, therefore, was avoided in the Old City through minimizing height 
discrepancies between buildings or through visual orientation, as in the appropriate 
directing and alignment of buildings in relation to each other. 
 
The majority of respondents are dissatisfied with the facilities that are provided in their 
neighbourhood. The main issue they mentioned is the dissatisfied with the children’s 
playing areas in their neighbourhoods. Lack of play areas are the main reason for 
dissatisfaction in the three Tripoli housing case studies because there is a lack of specific 
areas in which children can play safely.  .   
 
To conclude the study's findings, examination of the independent variable of `socio-
economic status' of families has observed a changing attitude toward a) modern houses, 
and b) privacy-related behaviours, among people from a variety of socio-cultural 
backgrounds.  
 
Movement of culturally diverse middle age families from private houses into modern 
houses in Tripoli during the last twenty five to ten years, and their high level of housing 
satisfaction, has indicated a changing attitude to and desirability of modern houses among 
Libyan people. In the cases where alterations have been made by families, the important 
factors of a) sub-culture and its related customs and behaviours, and b) degree of 
religiousness, have been influential in the type of alterations. 
Economic ability is an important factor which has an impact on all cases. 
Examination of the independent variable of `plan of the house' has informed the study 
that consideration of public-private distinction, i. e. presence of an intermediary space / 
visual barrier in front of the house's entrance door to maintain external-internal privacy, 
has been an important factor in the plan of houses. The presence of segregated physical 
and visual privacy inside the house has been insignificant, and in many cases obstructive 
for families. The privacy rules are managed through organisation of space, furniture, form 
of communication and behaviour. The qualitative study has observed a strong tendency 
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to open plan spaces among Libyan families. The reason is due to the adaptability of an 
open space within which a variety of activities can be accommodated at different times. 
In my case study houses, a variety of alterations have been made both in favour of and 
against the traditional pattern of privacy according to the particular needs of the families 
living them. Alterations, however, are restrained by the house's structural elements. 
The intervening variable of `influence of modernism' has shown that modern values and 
way of life, among other social influences, are major influential factors on the Libyan 
people's attitude to housing selection. The influence has been observed in the application 
of patterns of privacy inside the house, where modern patterns, i. e. gender integration 
and integrated space, have replaced the traditional pattern of gender segregation, 
hierarchical space and visual disconnection (Fig 8.3). 
 
I started this study by questioning the significance of traditional socio-cultural living 
patterns in the design of modern houses. The study has found that the concept of privacy 
and its components of mahramiyat have significant importance among most Libyan 
families. However, the physical manifestation of this concept within the Libyan house, 
particularly in Tripoli, has been changed under the influence of a number of socio-
economic and political factors, but most notably by a) the prevalence of modern values 
and attitudes throughout the country, and b) the integration of Libyan women in all 
aspects of society. The study observed that gender segregation patterns have faded in the 
public and private life of many ordinary people due to the complexities of urban life. 
Nevertheless, it is the usual practice among some sections of society, people with stronger 
religious beliefs and also in places like small cities and villages which are ruled by 
traditional cultural institutions. 
The choice for modern houses has not been entirely for the sake of their modern open 
plan and integrated design. A number of other factors, in particular the socio economic 
status of families and increasing growth in housing price in large cities has drawn people's 
attention to this particular type of housing. Libyan families, in particular women, in their 
social interactions inside the house, are looking for new, flexible and integrated 
alternatives to the solid traditional patterns of privacy; patterns which are supple and 
parallel with their contemporary social life. They would also like to have the choice and 
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the authority to control the space and the way they interact with non-family members and 
visitors whenever needed. 
 
While the core principles of privacy must always be considered in the design of modern 
houses in Libya, adaptable spaces adjustable to the household's social, cultural and 
religious needs seem to be the most desired ones.  
This study was started at a time when no other similar studies on this scale had been 
carried out on modern houses and their congruency with traditional cultural patterns. As 
the pace of social and cultural change in societies, and in Libya in this particular case, is 
being accelerated with the advance of technologies, knowledge, science and especially 
fast communications, patterns of living are changing accordingly. The study recommends 
further studies on changing living patterns and their relationship with architectural types 
of houses and houses in the context of a variety of sub-cultures. As the construction of 
blocks of houses and residential high-rise buildings has been pushed in to some medium 
sized and smaller cities in Libya, and as one size does not fit all, one very important fact 
which has to be considered by architects and designers is paying attention to the regional 
sub-cultural institution, customs and behaviours in their design. The study suggests that 
in the current and future housing plans, both by the public and the private sector, people's 
behavioural patterns in the use of space and its relationship with cultural values and 
attitudes must be studied and revised every few years in order to provide alternative plans 
for a variety of people. 
 
From the survey it was also apparent that there was no desire among the Libyans to turn 
back the clock and to revert to the old style of living and housing. What is at issue, 
however, is the possibility of harnessing the modern technology towards the creation of 
housing forms that were in keeping with the Libyan identity of the people of Libyan. The 
evidence from the survey confirms the majority of the people believe that it is (or ought 
to be) both possible and worthwhile to combine the two. However, as far as the researcher 
would ascertain this the first time that the opinion of Libyan householders, architects on 
matters relating to modern housing has been surveyed in this manner. Hence, the findings 
of this field study, it is hoped, will provide a baseline for any subsequent explorations, 
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and the guidelines generated from it may contribute to the debate about the shape of future 
housing in Libya. 
8.1 Further Areas of Research 
 
Finally, further research into building regulations and Real Estate Development Fund 
policies is essential. Any attempt to elevate the level of the contemporary architecture 
should be based on research knowledge and awareness both from professionals and the 
general public. It is hoped that this study has contributed to the understanding of the 
housing situation in Tripoli 
 
The designers who would be involved in a housing scheme like, for instance, the one 
planned to be established in the homeland should be eligible to carry out a field study on 
a more scientific basis by taking into account the problems and critics that had evidently 
resulted from designing such unsuccessful housing in Tripoli. 
Once a reasonable solution is set up to solve the problems in this specific area on the basis 
of the design approach proposed in this research, a new policy for house design in Libya 
will be formulated in collaboration with the criterion of environmental design and the 
economic climate at the time. 
 
In order to improve both the physical and psychological environment in the new housing 
in the homeland, groups of professional designers should be formed to hold organised 
discussion to seek more understanding regarding their needs for a prosperous future, 
better living conditions and working standards in these specific regions. 
 
The acceptance of the new concepts of using modern techniques in construction and the 
flexibility of adding new facilities to the house unit itself should help improve the 
Libyans’ socio-culture standards and encourage them to accept the contemporary ideas 
of living. These should be accomplishing had sympathetically with the spiritual needs of 
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the Libyans’ who look forward to their future mostly on a traditional basis because they 
cannot suddenly disregard their inherited attitudes. 
The Libyans spiritual satisfaction should not be neglected but it should be reinforced by 
the authorities' attention and appreciation. Otherwise the core of the problem wills not be 
solved, and the failure of the new housing settlement will recur. 
 
i 
8.2 Recommended Approaches to the Built-Environment 
 
In today's contemporary built-environment, the opportunity and the need is present to 
acquire an alternative to the existing built-environment instead of the total submission to 
a contradictory built environment that does not suit the majority of its residents. The need 
and the desire to have a built-environment that does not go against the wishes, wants and 
social cohesion of the society is there as we have seen in the case of Tripoli. However, it 
has to be stressed that any recommendation or suggestion on the built environment cannot 
work and function reasonably without looking first at the overall urban planning, zoning 
laws and regulations. Three urban features have to be addressed in order to arrive at a 
more socially and environmentally acceptable urban design within the existing Libyan 
framework. These criterias should include: the neighbourhood and the dwelling unit 
 
8.2.1 The dwelling unit 
On dwelling unit level, the abolition of the setback regulations is a very essential element 
in the dwelling unit criteria. In order for the ordinary resident to build a court-yard house 
and utilise the open spaces in his own house, these set-back regulations have to be 
abolished or greatly modified to allow for the building of internal court-yard housing. 
Therefore, significantly reducing the socio-cultural problem of privacy intrusion on the 
individual urbanite apparent in today's urban design model. The recommended zoning 
ordinances would work in a possibility framework. In another word, if there is no harm 
to the neighbour/neighbours, the individual urbanite would be allowed to build his 
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residence in the manner he wishes to pursue. However, the building permit should be 
given after careful scrutiny of the surrounding built-structures. The building permit 
should also stipulate the responsibility of the resident toward his adjacent neighbours and 
the neighbourhood as a whole Thus, reducing the continuing friction and animosity 
between neighbours. In addition, the socio-cultural contradictions between the building 
and urban code would be greatly relaxed and rectified. Since the existing building code 
does not take into account the neighbour's rights and responsibilities, the attempts should 
be made to state these rights and responsibilities before the building permit is given to 
the individual urbanite. Furthermore, the jurisprudence issues that regulate the 
relationship between future neighbours could be stated, in a brief manner, on the building 
permit itself. 
 
The dwelling unit should meet and answer to three important concerns: socio- cultural 
concerns, environmental concerns and economic concerns. The socio-cultural concerns 
should be addressed in order to achieve continuity with the traditional architecture with 
special emphasis on the socio-cultural aspects of the society. These include privacy 
issues, simplicity of design, and compactness of houses. However, the problem nowadays 
is the complete freedom and freewill given to the residents to Design the facades of their 
building in any architectural style desire to undertake although this freedom of individual 
tastes and styles is defend by many in the urban scene, however, it contradicts the 
collective opinion an urban individuals as a whole. Architectural identity of the in another 
word, what is accepted to one person is not necessarily appreciated by another. Therefore, 
the approval of the architectural facades of any building should be entrusted with a 
professional committee within each municipality. This committee would be responsible 
for achieving a consensus of the collective differences of social individuals stemming 
from the Libyan understanding of the architectural and urban form. In addition, this 
committee should facilitate the application of local traditional architecture according to 
the region they are operating in. Therefore, achieving a balanced architectural identity 
according to local regional architecture. In a country such as Libya, there exist beautiful 
regional architectural and building methods and traditions in different parts of the 
country. These architectural traditions should be enhanced and protected in order to 
achieve a variety of pleasant local architecture. These practices are well advanced in 
Western countries. To give one example, recently a British member of parliament was 
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ordered by her local council committee to demolish an addition she had made to her house 
that did not conform with local traditional architectural practices. The committee held the 
opinion that the architectural identity of the neighbourhood should be respected. 
 
In addition, the environmental and economic concerns should be addressed and answered 
for the benefit of ordinary individual urban it. Contemporary housing and building 
methods are expensive and not affordable by many sectors of the urban public. As we 
had discussed earlier, the urban and zoning regulations defied and contradicted logical 
environmental and economic concerns. The set-back regulations force the ordinary 
resident to lose a large area of his building lot. In addition, these same regulations force 
him to construct four building facades instead of one. Furthermore, the complete reliance 
on air-conditioning techniques produced veracious shortages in electrical power 
witnessed in recent years all over the country. Therefore, the urban zoning regulations 
should be modified to allow for internal courtyard housing and the abolition of, the set-
back regulations. However, this should be implemented in a long-term process. 
Meanwhile, a strict conservation and insulation techniques should be introduced in the 
building and zoning codes to combat some of the problems associated with the increased 
consumption of energy witnessed in the contemporary urban scene. 
 
 
8.2.2 The streets and thoroughfares 
 
The grid pattern of urban design produced many problems within the built environment 
of the city. Houses and residences are located on main streets and thoroughfares. The 
grid-pattern of neighbourhood design resulted in multiple intersections within the 
neighbourhood. Automobile accidents, noise and air pollution increased dramatically 
with the rush for urban and residential development. Furthermore, the pedestrian element 
in the urban design of residential neighbourhoods was not respected, resulting in 
increased dangers for the pedestrian traffic especially for the children and young age 
segments of the population. Streets within neighbourhoods should be limited to the 
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neighbourhood residents and not to the general traffic of the city. The streets and 
thoroughfares of the neighbourhood should be semi-independent from the rest of the built 
environment. This will allow for children and elderly to walk within their own 
neighbourhoods without the fear of speeding automobiles. In addition, making the 
neighbourhood semi-independent from the rest of the built environment would increase 
the sense of community among the residents of the neighbourhood. The residents would 
be less likely to feel that they are just urban dwellers in a large subdivision of the city. In 
order to increase the feeling of pedestrian safety and the sense of community, the streets 
patterns, street identity, pedestrian circulation, open spaces and the architectural character 
should be looked at as a holistic urban entity. To take an urban lesson from the traditional 
residential neighbourhoods, these residential quarters were identifiable for long period of 
time the names of these traditional neighbourhoods continued to be used referential terms 
even if they are not used in the contemporary as important temp names. 
 
In contrast, the contemporary signposts of street names given to the subdivision 
neighbourhoods seldom remained for even a generation many studies which were done 
on the territorial names of contemporary neighbourhoods have shown that there exist 
disagreements on neighbourhood designations and boundaries. The traditional city's 
neighbourhoods were imaginable in accordance with Lynch's criteria in his image of the 
city (Lynch, 1960). The contemporary grid-iron layouts of neighbourhood subdivisions 
are not imaginable. Therefore, they become lost in the multiplication of urban 
neighbourhoods of the city. In Tripoli city, the potential average age of a neighbourhood 
is not more than fifteen years. People are constantly moving to the newly developed parts 
of the city, although large undeveloped areas remain unutilised in the older 
neighbourhoods. Residential turnover rates are high compared to the traditional urban 
neighbourhoods. Because of the reduced sense of community within the contemporary 
neighbourhoods, the people seem to be constantly changing residential locations since 
there exist a weak connection to these anonymous subdivisions in the urban scene. 
Nowadays the most important aspect for the individual urbanite seems to be the location 
of a neighbourhood. 
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In order to increase the sense of neighbourhood identity in the contemporary existing 
neighbourhoods, this study proposes that several neighbourhoods could be chosen for an 
urban experiment. The entrances to these already existing contemporary neighbourhoods 
could be controlled by closing some of them. In another word, for each neighbourhood 
there could be only one or two entrances. Thus, the urban traffic would be reduced within 
that neighbourhood and it will cease to be a passing point for the urban traffic of the city 
as a whole. In addition, careful consideration must be given to the centrality of the mosque 
within that particular neighbourhood before the closure of secondary streets. Thus, 
orienting an already excising toward its own mosque and hopefully increasing the sense 
of community within the residents. 
 
This urban re-orientation experiment is bound to at attract the witticism beginning of 
It is application. However, this urban exercise could be made to only a few 
neighbourhoods for a five to ten years period. After that, the results of this experiment 
could be studied and analysed to understand the potential of its applicability to the wider 
built-environment. 
 
For the new residential subdivisions of the city that are not yet developed, a few 
subdivisions could be selected to build residential areas following a modified urban 
zoning regulation that adhere to socio-cultural norms and ways of life of the people. The 
houses would be oriented around a central open area were the mosque and small shopping 
areas are located. The roads of the neighbourhood would be narrow and twisting to 
disallow the speeding traffic from penetrating within the experimental neighbourhood. 
Covered pedestrian walkways would connect the residential areas to the central area of 
the mosque and daily shopping needs. Courtyard houses would be encouraged to reduce 
the privacy concerns of the neighbours. These neighbourhoods would be treated as testing 
areas. However, at the same time, they could act as an urban alternative model were the 
rest of the city's residents could appreciate and follow its example. It has to be stressed 
that continuous additions, adjustments and modifications should be made on this urban 
experiment in order to arrive at a liveable neighbourhood after a ten years period. After 
this testing and adjustment period, the whole of the contemporary urban zoning 
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regulations applied in the country since the 1960s would be compared with the result of 
this urban experiment. The result would be a more concrete and effective study in which 
changes to the existing urban zoning laws could be initiated and implemented. The time 
is very suitable to apply these urban experiments in some designated neighbourhoods 
since the urban residential expansion and real estate development is increasing in a fast 
pace nowadays. In addition, the possibilities is there and present to apply more than one 
urban experiment at the same time scale and in different areas of the city. 
 
 
The study has demonstrated that: first these changes were a reflection of the shortcomings 
in the home environment in the three areas to meet people’ daily needs and partly 
symbolise their personality. Second, homes have the capacity to be changed for new use. 
Third, this result is an indication of freedom, the necessity of change, as well as adoption 
of some aspects of the modern life style especially by younger people. This also supports 
the fact that the identity of the built environment is not static. However, this change may 
harm the unity and identity of the built environment if it is not well managed. The 
individual freedom is important but feeling of community and unity is similarly 
important.  Fourth, in some degrees some changes reflect people's desire for change and 
also some people have the financial ability to add modern 
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APPENDIX 1:  SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
 
 
Dear/ Resident of Tripoli city,  
 
My name is Madi, A. Hussein. I am a postgraduate student at the University of Deakin in 
Australia. I am doing a research project on comparison between traditional and 
contemporary housing in Libya. This will be performed by measuring people satisfaction 
and housing preferences, regarding of existing housing, both traditional and 
contemporary types. 
 
The following survey questionnaire is part of my research and I would greatly appreciate 
it if you could spend some time answering the questions honestly and clearly, and involve 
all the family members in answering of possible to achieve the aim of the questionnaire. 
The result of thesis study will help the planers and designers in improving the design of 
housing which satisfy the resident’s needs. All information will be remaining strictly 
confidential. 
 
Please tick the boxes in each question,  which apply to your situation.  
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part one: General questions 
I am interested in knowing some things about you and your family members that 
will help us to classify your responses for our analysis.  
Area : ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
suburb : --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Sample No: ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Date: ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
1 Sex and age of the  household  
member 
Male    Female   
20-30   31-40      
41-50   over 50   
2 Occupation of the household  
member 
Professional    Labourer     
Employee        Technical   
Unemployed    Retired      
3 Marital Status:  
 
Single   Married  
Divorced  Widowed  
4 Academic Education level:  
 
Uneducated    
primary stage 
intermediate  stage  
University stage  
post graduate  
 
5 How many persons are 
occupied this house 
2   3-4  5-8  more than 8 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Part Two : Questions about the housing choice and preference 
 
6 What type of house do you 
live in? 
 
Courtyard   
House    
Villa    
Attached house  
Flat in a block   
 
7 How long have you been in 
this housing? 
 
8 What is the area of your 
present house? My house 
area is........msq . 
What type of house do you 
live in 
Area of current home Total 
200m" or less  
201-400m2  
401-600m"  
601-800m2  
801-l000m"  
1000m"+  
Not stated  
Total  
 
9 How many rooms are there 
in your house? 
-4 rooms  
 
10 How many bedrooms in 
your house? 
 
   
  
  
   
 
11 Are you satisfied with your 
house as an internal space? 
For example (number of 
rooms, location of the 
rooms, distribution of 
rooms, services  etc) 
 
internal spaces.  
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12 Do you think that old Libyan 
houses contributed to building 
family and social relations 
among family members 
Agree   
Fairly Agree   
Disagree   
13 Satisfaction levels concerning 
security and safety.  
 
14 Satisfaction levels concerning 
visual privacy 
 
15 Do you think that traditional 
Libyan house design was 
influenced by Islam 
 Agree    
Fairly Agree   
Disagree   
16 Satisfaction levels in terms of 
the amount of ventilation and 
lighting 
 
 
17 Do you think that design of 
modern houses provides as 
much natural lighting as old 
houses did? 
 
Agree    
Fairly Agree   
Disagree   
18 Do you think that yards in 
modern houses are important? 
 
Agree    
Fairly Agree   
Disagree   
19 Do you think that courtyards 
should be inside the house 
(like in a traditional house) or 
are better being externally 
located (like in modern 
houses)? 
 
Agree    
Fairly Agree   
Disagree   
20 Do you think that modern 
Libyan houses provide 
children with security during 
play? 
 
 
21 Do you think that old Libyan 
house design is more 
appropriate to Libyan society 
than modern design? 
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Part Three : Alterations Performed upon Houses by Residents 
22 Did you make any changes to 
the internal design of your 
house after you moved 
in?(Such as partition of some 
rooms or combination of 
some rooms with each other 
...etc) 
 
23 Have you renovated or 
extended the house? 
 
Yes   
    No    
 
24 Closing balconies 
 
Yes   
    No    
 
25 Are you satisfied with the 
changes you made to your 
home? 
 
 
26 Do you and your family make 
use of your windows? 
 
 
 go to Q51 
 
27 If you make use of some of 
the windows or if you do not 
use the windows, what are the 
reasons? 
 
-conditioning In 
by neighbours 
neighbours 
 
 
28 Does the house you live in 
supply all your needs? 
{i.e. does the Internal design 
of your house provide you 
with the required number of 
rooms to receive men and 
women as well as enough 
bedrooms and service areas, 
and does it provide the 
necessary privacy? 
 
 
   Yes   
    No   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29 If the answer is No what are 
the things you need that are 
not available in your house? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ce (terrace) 
No enough privacy at home 
No enough natural light 
No good ventilation 
details)......................................... 
Part Four : Information about the Neighbourhood 
30 Are you satisfied with the 
living framework within the 
neighbourhood? 
   Yes   
    No    
31 Does the outside noise 
disturb you? 
 
   Yes   
    No    
32 Do you think there is a need 
to improve the facilities in 
your neighbourhood? 
   Yes   
    No    
33 If yes  
Which additional amenities do you think should be provided in walking distance fro
home or in your neighbourhood? 
  (Please tick one box in each row) 
   In 
walking 
distance 
 In the neighbour 
-hood 
  Not 
needed 
 Already provided 
Overall Satisfaction         
Neighbours’ Meeting Place         
Mosque         
Children’s Play Areas         
Safety in the Streets         
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Overall Satisfaction         
Walkability         
 
34 If No  
Please indicate the main problems currently caused by these amenities in the 
neighbourhood? 
  (Please tick one box in each row) 
 
 
 
 No 
Such  
amenity 
  Gathers 
undesir  
-able 
people 
Makes  the 
area crowded   
  Causes 
noise 
No  
 problem 
 
Overall Satisfaction          
Walkability          
Neighbours’ Meeting Place          
Mosque          
Children’s Play Areas          
Safety in the Streets          
Overall Satisfaction          
Walkability          
Overall Satisfaction      
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Thank you for your assistance, 
Researcher 
Hussein Madi 
 
 
 
 
35 Do you agree that new buildings in the 
city should reflect the traditional 
architecture? 
Agree.   
Disagree  
36 Do you think your city is safe during 
the day?? 
Yes 
No 
37 Do you think your city is safe at night? Yes 
No 
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GLOSSARY 
 
 
Al-maskan: A dwelling unit or a house 
Al-umah: The whole population, or the nation 
Al-ailah:  A family 
Darb-El-Bab: A large timber framework for forming a concrete wall 
Eid-Al- fitr: Islamic festival 
Eid-Al-udha: Islamic festival 
Ramadan: Fasting one month in the year 
Gasr: The storehouse or a fortified granary 
Ghibli:  Hot dry and dusty winds that blow from the Saneighbourhood Desert 
Hadith sharif: Prophet Mohammed sayings 
Hammam:  Public bath 
Hujra or Dar:  A Room 
Iman:  Faith or belief 
 Iwan:  Large niche in the side of a courtyard  
Jabel:  A mountain 
Madina:  Urban complex or a city 
Madina Qadimah: The old city 
Madrasa: A school 
Mahallah: Residential sector or a neighbourhood 
Marbouah: Male quarter or reception room 
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Mushrabiya:  A wooden lattice screen used on windows to provide privacy and reduce 
glare  
Sadr-Al-Bait: The beginning of upper part of a house (reception room) 
Sakinah: Calm  
Sedda: Wooden platform used for bed at one end of a room 
Sqiffah: The angled entrance space of courtyard house   
Wadies’: Valleys 
Wast-El-hawsh: Middle of the house or the traditional courtyard 
Zukhrufah:  Ornamentation 
AL-Alfa: Natural plants, which grow in the mountains 
Hadith: The saying and tacit approvals of Prophet Mohammed 
Sunnah: All the traditions and practice of Prophet Mohammed (peace be upon him)  
Al-ustah: A chief builder 
Bab: Gateway 
Quran: The Holy book of Muslims  
Hajj: Pilgrim 
Dar-Al-Qubul:  Guest-room  
Sahih al-bukhari: Name of person who collected the saying and tacit approvals of Prophet 
Mohammed  
Es Stah: The accessible flat roof space of a courtyard house   
El-Sabat: A volume bridging a street or an alleyway and connecting two houses on both 
sides of the street 
Iwan: A covered sitting area that opens onto the courtyard  
Suq: Market  
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Matbakh: A kitchen  
 
Shanashil: Protruding sections from the first floor rooms  
Diwaniya: Men’s reception area 
El-Roshen: Window 
Harem: A female 
Selamlik : The guest’s section in the courtyard house 
 
 
 
